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Abstract 
  
The following project contains an investigation of the philosopher David Hume’s 
arguments for and against religious beliefs in his book Dialogues Concerning Natural 
Religion. The project contains a historical analysis of the 18th century, as well as a 
personal profile of David Hume. This was done in order to give a better understanding 
of his motives for writing the book, as well as to provide some historical context for 
the Enlightenment period. Furthermore, we focused on analysing the main arguments 
in the book in order to show what religious and philosophical views are attributed to 
the three main characters: Cleanthes, Demea and Philo. This was followed by an 
investigation of the key themes of contemporary atheist Christopher Hitchens’ book 
god is not Great1, which were then compared and contrasted with Hume’s views. This 
was done in order to show the similarities and differences between the two, and also 
to demonstrate how scepticism has changed from the 18th to the 21st century. From 
this, we concluded that although Hume’s form of philosophical scepticism is not as 
extreme as Hitchens’ atheist stance, there are many similarities in the way they argue 
their philosophies.  
Summary  
 
Í Þessari ritgerð reynum við að rannsaka mismunandi röksemdarfærslur skoska 
heimspekingsins David Hume, með og á móti trú. Hann tjáði þessar skoðanir í bók 
sinni Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, sem kom út árið 1779. Ritgerð þessi 
inniheldur sögulega greinagerð á 18.öld Upplýsingarinnar, auk þess sem gert verður 
grein fyrir David Hume og hans persónulegu skoðunum og ástæðum fyrir skeptískum 
skrifum sínum. Bókin inniheldur þrjár aðal sögupersónum; Demea, Cleanthes og 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  1	  Christopher	  Hitchens	  purposely	  uses	  the	  word	  God	  without	  a	  capital	  initial	  in	  the	  edition	  of	  2007	  we	  are	  working	  with.	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Philo, sem hver og einn stendur fyrir mismunandi trúarlegum rökum. Við munum 
einnig skoða og bera saman bók nútíma trúleysingans og rithöfundarins, Christopher 
Hitchens, god is not Great, við bók Humes. Þetta gerðum við til þess að undirstika 
mismun og líkindi bókanna, sem og að gera grein fyrir því hvernig efahyggjan hefur 
breyst frá 18.öld til 21.aldarinnar. Frá þessu álýktum við, að jafnvel þó að 
heimspekileg efahyggja Humes, sé ekki nærri því jafn öfgakennd þess sem við 
þekkjum frá Hitchens, eru þó mikil líkindi sem felst í því hvernig þeir færa rök. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Humans have a dominating position within the existing populations on earth. Human 
beings use their real or illusionary freedom and believe that they possess some sort of 
power over their own, and sometimes other creatures’ lives. When one sets aside the 
problem of free will, the consequences of this dominance of humankind imply 
theoretically complete independence and freedom over every action and choice.  But 
what if there is something that possesses greater power than humans? Not nature or an 
animal, but a being that exists in another dimension and sphere than humans. A 
transcendent being who is privileged in all ways of human nature and can overcome 
the laws of nature that humans acknowledge. And what if this creature rules the 
world, and is a supreme authority that requires each conscious species to worship and 
follow it? A picture of a creature like this is familiar from different monotheistic 
ideologies, which in addition declare that all of their statements about the world are 
the only truth to be followed. The competing ideology that gives a completely 
different aspect of the truth is science. Science, in contrast to religion, does not claim 
to have the answers to everything, but continuously develops theories and hypotheses 
in order to get closer to the truth. 
It seems that ideas about the truth, introduced by religions, cannot compete 
with those of science today. Particularly, Christianity might not be prepared for this 
race against science, since their understandings of the world were established 
thousands of years ago and do not progress in the same manner as science does. At 
that time, the world was in a radically undeveloped state, in terms of what we 
call science and valid knowledge presently. This constant polemic between religion 
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and science attempts to provide the most accurate and satisfying answers to the 
problems that plague mankind.  
The above mentioned practices, including freedom of choice, provide some 
sort of privileges in modern time. Making decisions, choosing one over another, has a 
great importance in any context or situation humans find themselves in. Particularly, 
when the context is about finding the truth and establishing legitimate knowledge, 
humans have shown the tendency to become more and more critical towards the 
accuracy of their decisions with regards to valid information and ultimate truth. 
However, this tendency for a critical approach towards understanding the world was 
not always present within societies to the same degree. Through the developmental 
eras, generations had a hard time ascertaining which idea should rule out others, if 
they had a chance to choose at all.  
Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, by David Hume, is a perfect example 
of a body of work that expresses criticism and scepticism towards theological ideas 
and philosophical theories that were becoming outdated as scientific progression 
established itself.  
At present, humans are sensitive and critical about the information they are 
exposed to in a globalized world, where the amount of information available is often 
overwhelming and contradictory. In the year of 2015, validation of knowledge is 
continuously exposed to criticism, since finding the truth or just getting closer to it, is 
still a great mission for humans. And the problem of religion versus science is still 
present and discussed in various contexts and with various intentions. This is why we 
chose to include a more contemporary aspect to our project with Christopher Hitchens 
and his work god is not Great written in 2007. He mirrors the same kind of critical 
attitude towards religion as David Hume, but he also has the added advantage of 
being able to support his arguments with the advances of science that had occurred 
since Hume’s death such as Darwin’s theory of evolution. 
 
Motivation 
 
Working with philosophy beyond our basic lectures was an initial motivational 
source. Devoting more time to philosophical studies, in particular philosophies on 
religion, was something that we all saw as a great challenge. We also desired to 
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deeply understand a literary piece with a great topic. So, the primary problem area of 
this project was to study religion through David Hume’s Dialogues Concerning 
Natural Religion, and to get acquainted with Hume’s concepts of God, and the image 
that his work depicts. Through interpreting The Dialogues, we hoped to recognize the 
purposes behind it. What drove David Hume to write The Dialogues during a 
particular period? What were his intentions with it? What kinds of perspectives are 
presented in this particular philosophical work of his? What kind of messages do The 
Dialogues carry? And to what extent these messages have the same relevance in 
contemporary context. In an attempt to provide answers to our questions we planned 
our progress in a manner that we believed to be the most helpful to achieve good 
quality work. We tried to select and prioritize the factors that we believed to be 
crucial, in order to proceed with our interpretation as flawlessly and 
thoroughly as possible. 
 
Problem Formulation 
 
What are the central arguments in David Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural 
Religion and which religious views do the three main characters represent in the 
book? Furthermore, how does Hume’s religious argumentation compare to that of 
modern day atheist Christopher Hitchens?  
 	  	  
Research Questions 	  
● How does Hume conceptualize scepticism? 
● What significance does historical context and The Scientific Revolution play 
in Hume’s and Hitchens’ arguments? 
● What role did religion play at the time The Dialogues were written? 
● How has science affected the development of religious beliefs? 
● What are Christopher Hitchens’ arguments against religion in god is not 
Great? 
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Dimensions 
 
We wish to cover two dimensions with this project, namely Philosophy and Science 
as well as History and Culture.   
Working within the dimension of Philosophy and Science seemed natural to 
us, since a philosophical literary work served as both our initial and reference point 
throughout the whole project. We tried to interpret The Dialogues Concerning 
Natural Religion using the best of our knowledge gained from the basic courses of 
this and last semester. Our knowledge helped us to approach our main text from a 
philosophical aspect, and to achieve our goals in recognizing and discussing main 
philosophical questions, introduced in The Dialogues. An analysis of the arguments, 
and  identification of philosophical movements were crucial methodological choices 
in order to proceed with interpreting The Dialogues from a philosophical perspective. 
Apart from studying the core themes presented in The Dialogues, we studied 
the historical time that the book pointed out for us. To understand a work of this 
nature, which somehow combines subjective and objective, non-fictional and to a 
certain extent fictional work such as The Dialogues, we had to have an insight into the 
author’s background and the time he lived in. Furthermore we studied the historical 
context of David Hume, since the constructions of society and authority can hardly 
stay non-influential towards the individual’s attributes and philosophies. So, in order 
to gain a deeper and greater understanding of Hume’s work, we examined different 
historical events and eras both before, during, and after his life. The collection of 
cultural, societal, governmental and scientific information and our own experiences 
provided us with a fundamental basis of the several historical contexts, particularly 
the Scientific Revolution, the Enlightenment and the 21st century.  
 
Method 
 
In the following chapter, we will explain the method we used to analyse Dialogues 
Concerning Natural Religion. Firstly, to be able to specify and narrow down the 
frameworks of our project, it was essential to read and gain a deep understanding of 
David Hume’s work Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion. By reading, re-reading 
and understanding the arguments introduced in The Dialogues, we got an insight of 
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what sort of opinions on religion there were during the 18th century. Therefore, we 
decided that our next step was to gather sources about the Enlightenment to delve into 
the historical background of David Hume, and emphasize the importance of this 
intellectual movement on Hume and other philosophers, namely Diderot, Bacon, 
Hobbes, Locke and Newton.  
Secondly, as it was impossible to ignore our standpoint in time, and the 
historical context we are living in, we related the new aspects and information that we 
gained through our interpretation of The Dialogues to the 21st century. Hence, we 
analysed the scientific revolution, mainly to affirm the knowledge David Hume 
lacked at the time he wrote The Dialogues. Moreover, we chose to include the book 
god is not Great, written by Christopher Hitchens. Since Hume’s atheist position 
could be questioned, when one looks at it from the 21st century perspective, we felt 
encouraged to draw in more modern aspects of our topic. We chose to look at 
scepticism through both an analysis of different arguments in The Dialogues, and then 
comparing them with the work of contemporary atheist writer Christopher Hitchens. 
In the analysis itself, we specifically examined key arguments as well as the three 
protagonists Demea, Cleanthes, and Philo. We attempted to unfold the different 
perspectives and conceptualizations of the origin of the universe and the nature of 
God introduced in the book. We then concluded that Hume was sceptical of religion, 
and though not strictly an atheist in its modern sense, much of what he wrote is 
reminiscent to what has inspired Hitchens. Furthermore, we included a comparison of 
David Hume and Christopher Hitchens to show similarities between these two 
writers, and back up the conclusion that David Hume's ideas, as proposed in The 
Dialogues, are still relevant these days.  
 
Theories & Course of Research Methods 
 
During our research and analysis of The Dialogues, we focused on the theories of 
argumentation and  rhetoric; and also attempted to interpret a historical text. 
Throughout the semester, we gained a deeper understanding on these theories as we 
attended the progression course about Research Methods in the Humanities.  
The argumentation theory was the most relevant to our project, as we analysed 
The Dialogues and the key arguments proposed in the book. We focused on how the 
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three characters aim their arguments, and how they try to support them to make them 
valid and sound. We examined the way they try to convince, as well as criticize each 
other. This opened the door for our understanding of the errors and flaws of the 
religious arguments David Hume was writing about.  
Moreover, as we delved into the credibility of each argument proposed in the 
book and gained more knowledge about argumentation, we included the attempts of 
rhetorical devices in our theories as well. Rhetoric is an attempt to persuade someone 
to believe in something solely through the power of the words used (Bowell & Kemp, 
2009, p.6). We had to be aware of this theory in our analysis to be able to evaluate 
which character is providing the reasons for believing in his argument, and which 
character is fighting for his argument by using the persuasive power of certain words 
without providing valuable reasons. Firstly, we identified which argument is 
presented and who is presenting it, and then we reconstructed it in our words, mainly 
to explain it clearly. Lastly, we evaluated the argument from other points of view, 
mainly the flaws and obvious gaps that they contained.  
Additionally, we attempted to keep in mind the meaning of words, as it was 
written by the author. This was crucial for the modern understanding of the historical 
text. We were aware of the time period when the text we analysed was written, and 
thus had in mind the differences in language it could contain. For instance, the word 
scientist was not used in the book, since it was named natural philosopher, or the 
words philosophy and science were used as synonyms throughout the whole text. 
Therefore, we were able to understand the text as it was meant originally, not as we 
would interpret it today.  
The methodological process was helpful to us to be more precise in our 
analysis, and it provided us with additional knowledge on how to work in the field of 
humanities.  
The Scientific revolution 	  
The term “Scientific revolution” refers to the progression and discoveries made in 
Europe, and was the foundation for the world of natural science. It slowly started 
forming from the 16th century, when intellectuals went from thinking about the world 
in correlation with superstition and religion, and started sceptically to focus more on 
progression and empirical evidence regarding the universe and its origin. However, 
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the concept of the word “science” was first introduced later, in the 19th century, 
where a term natural philosophy was used up until then (Henry, 1997, p.4-5). 	  
Many natural philosophers contributed to the scientific revolution, starting 
with Copernicus’ heliocentric theory in 1543, claiming that the sun was the center of 
the universe (Shapin, 1996, p.20). This discovery broadened the horizon of humanity, 
from the ancient Greek geocentric theory, which claimed that the earth was the center 
of the universe. In this sense, ancient science was being doubted and challenged 
(Shapin, 1996, p.33). The new way of thinking and understanding the universe 
allowed people to move away from the dominant religious views that were in power, 
and into a new, more empirical world, where they could think for themselves. The 
French philosopher René Descartes even doubted  his own existence, “Cogito ergo 
sum”, I think therefore I am, where he argued that because we think, we must exist. 
Such a statement shows his sceptical approach. Even though Descartes was 
conservative and firmly believed in God, his sceptical mindset and scientific methods 
to prove God’s existence were in opposition to religious authorities. In 1605, the 
German, Copernican astronomer Johannes Kepler discovered that the earth was 
elliptical (Shapin, 1996, p.33). This vanished the view of the perfect earth sphere as it 
was believed by ancient Greeks. He also discovered the connection between the 
distance and the orbital speed. The Italian, Copernican physicist Galileo Galilei 
improved the telescope and was able to observe space. Through his telescope he could 
spot the surface of the Moon and the four moons of Jupiter, which took the godlike 
factor away from the earth (Jacob, 1998, pp.42-45). 	  
 Even though all of the natural philosophers mentioned above had argued for 
the heliocentric theory, they were not able to explain how such a system could 
possibly work. The answer to that question was at last mathematically modeled by the 
English physicist Isaac Newton, when he argued for gravity in 1687. The story about 
the way that Newton discovered gravity, from the apple falling from the tree and to 
the ground is one that everyone knows. Hence, he argued that the sun attracts the 
planets and pulls them towards itself, so they stay in orbit around the sun. (Jacob, 
1998, pp.125-126). 	  
 Almost two hundred years later the English biologist Charles Darwin 
established the theory of natural selection. In his book On the Origin of Species from 
1859, he concluded that all men and animals evolved in the same manner, through the 
random mechanisms of natural selection. He developed his theory of evolution 
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observing wildlife during his journey around the world. Even though Darwin’s theory 
was not a part of the scientific revolution per se, it has still become an important part 
of how we understand the world and its making. 	  
Even though this so called revolution was radical, it did not happen overnight 
but over the course of 200 years, differing from historian to historian (Henry, 1997, 
p.1). Even though the main researchers worked individually on conducting their own 
scientific research, their efforts influenced and inspired each other. This act of shifting 
from one way of thinking about the universe to another, led to a complete change of 
mindset of this era. The scientific revolution is the emergence of a way of thinking 
that laid the foundation for the Enlightenment and played a significant role in its 
development, since the Enlightenment was the era of an intellectual movement with 
its base in reason, experimentation and scientific evidence. 	  	  
The Enlightenment 	  	  
The Enlightenment was the intellectual movement of the 17th and 18th century, 
which advocated reason, science and rationality as the primary basis of authority. 
Inspired by the findings of the scientific revolution, enlightenment ideas spread 
throughout the Western world and profoundly influenced the arts and government. 
The new climate of opinions was characterized by the demystification of the universe, 
the mechanistic worldview, when nature was believed to work like the finest 
mechanical clock, predictable and fully accessible to human understanding. Old ideas 
were demolished by the scientific revolution, and people looked at the world in a new 
scientific way where everything was controlled by natural laws. The realization that 
the Earth revolves around the sun changed the perspective of the universe and 
revealed a deep and profound mathematical understanding of the world. 	  
In the 1700’s, Paris was the cultural and intellectual capital of Europe. The 
Enlightenment started to develop from France, Britain and Germany and gradually 
spread to Austria, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Russia, Scandinavia and Spain. The 
brightest minds gathered in Paris and from their circles spread the ideas of the 
Enlightenment. The focus was on the individual, as well as religious and national 
tolerance, and the effort to spread education into all layers of society.  	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The main premise of the Enlightenment was that the entire universe is fully 
intelligible and governed by natural rather than supernatural forces. Thinkers claimed 
that the revealed religion should be considered irrelevant and promoted deism, the 
belief that God existed but, having once created a perfect universe, no longer took an 
active interest in it. Since the authority of reason was central, rigorous application of 
scientific methods could answer fundamental questions in all areas of inquiry. 
Empirical observations should be used in order to conclude the general laws. 
Enlightenment thinkers believed that systematic thinking might be applied to all areas 
of human activity, even to the governmental and economic sphere. This led to such 
ideas such as a separation of powers in the state between a judiciary, executive and a 
legislative. The Enlightenment was developed in a climate of increasing disaffection 
with repressive rule, where feudalism was claimed to be harmful for the state. Laws 
were believed to govern the rise and fall of nations, so the governmental constitution 
was an ideal with a universally applicable political system. Enlightened rulers 
believed they could lead their states to progress after a long period of tradition, 
irrationality, superstition, and tyranny which they attributed to the Middle Ages. The 
belief that the human race can be educated to achieve nearly infinite improvement 
was a key concept of the Enlightenment, in other words, that education could be a 
catalyst for social change. Enlightenment ideas were discussed most intensely in 
mansions in Paris. Women held regular social gatherings at salons.  Philosophers, 
writers, artists, scientists, and other great intellectuals met to discuss ideas and enjoy 
artistic performances. The Enlightenment spread scepticism towards the doctrines of 
the church, since they held reason as the basis of their thinking. Philosophers attacked 
superstition, ignorance, and the immediate acceptance of authority in public life. 
Some of the most influential thinkers at that time included Locke, Bacon, Spinoza, 
Hobbes, Rousseau, Diderot, Hume and many more.	  
Denis Diderot put together a large set of books to which all the leading 
scholars of Europe would contribute articles and essays. The Encyclopedia would 
bring together all the most current and enlightened thinking about science, 
technology, art, government, and more. Diderot began publishing the first volumes in 
1751. The Enlightenment ideas expressed in the book soon angered the French 
government and the Catholic Church. The salons and the Encyclopedia helped spread 
Enlightenment ideas to educated people all over Europe. Enlightenment ideas reached 
middle class people through newspapers, pamphlets, and political songs (Israel, 2006, 
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p.7). The ideas about government and equality attracted attention of a growing literate 
middle class. This group had money but limited status and political power, they could 
afford to buy books and to support the artists. The middle class had a growing 
influence over European culture in the 1700’s. The Enlightenment ideals of order and 
reason were reflected in the arts; music, literature, painting, and architecture. 	  
Francis Bacon was the first empiricist and experimentalist. He introduced the 
limited human perspective that since we are born as people, who have a subjective 
point of view, we tend to be influenced by other authorities and tend to name things 
incorrectly.  Thomas Hobbes claimed that a person is forced to live in a fake entity 
(the state), where he gives his freedom to the ruler, therefore absolutism becomes an 
obstacle towards democracy. A social contract between citizens and the ruler would 
be a solution for inner problems in the state, since it would bring democracy after  
long-term absolutism. 	  
Moreover, John Locke established the idea of a division of powers in the state, 
where secular power does not intervene with the church and vice versa, since they 
would be bonded by a social contract. The ideal form of government according to 
Locke would be a constitutional monarchy.	  
In addition, the Age of Enlightenment coincided with the scientific revolution 
of the 16th and 17th centuries which was spearheaded by Sir Isaac Newton. The rise 
of new science and its success in explaining the natural world through mathematical 
formulae, reinforced philosophy and forced people to question what they had 
previously believed to be true, such as the teachings of the church. The philosophy of 
the Enlightenment was concerned with matters of knowledge, science, nature and the 
Divine and to what extent these themes are all connected. Many of these are in fact 
key elements which form the basis of the discussions in David Hume’s Dialogues 
Concerning Natural Religion, which further reinforce the importance of the book. 
Hume claimed that the human being does not need religion to act morally.	  
This movement helped create the intellectual framework for the American and 
French Revolutions, Poland's Constitution of May 3, 1791, the Latin American 
independence movement, the Greek national independence movement and other 
Balkan independence movements against the Ottoman Empire, and led to the rise of 
classical liberalism, democracy, and capitalism (Israel, 2006, p.6). 	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David Hume  	  
David Hume, (originally born David Home) was born in 1711 in Edinburgh and was a 
Scottish historian and philosopher (Egs.edu), and the second son of the lawyer Joseph 
Home and his wife Katherine Falconer (Radcliffe, 2000, p.2). Although born in 
Edinburgh, Hume spent most of his childhood in Ninewells where his family had a 
small house (Morris and Brown). 	  
At the age of two, Hume’s father died, and so his Calvinist mother was left in 
charge of his education (Norton, 1993, p.1). Being born into a family that practiced 
the Scottish Calvinist religion, and where prayers and sermons were a part of his 
youth (Morris and Brown), Hume was as a small child quite serious about religion 
(Radcliffe, 2000, p.2). Hume’s mother described young Hume as ”uncommonly wake-
minded” 2  (Norton, 1993, p.2) and around the age of ten, Hume attended the 
University of Edinburgh (Iep.utm.edu). When he eventually left university in 1726, 
around the age of fifteen, he had developed a thorough knowledge of classical 
authors, natural philosophy, elementary mathematics, logic, metaphysics and moral 
philosophy (Norton, 1993, p.2). Hume’s family wanted him  to get a career in law, but 
Hume’s own interest rather went towards philosophy (Iep.utm.edu). After leaving 
university Hume started to formulate his philosophical views, a process which 
eventually led to depression. 	  
After struggling with depression for four years, (Radcliffe, 2000, p.3) Hume 
traveled to France where he could live and study cheaply. In France he attended a 
Jesuit College in La Fléche, and by this time Hume had rejected the religious beliefs 
he had been brought up with, and developed an opposition to organized religion 
(Morris and Brown). 	  
Before he turned thirty, Hume published his first three volume work, collected 
under the title A Treatise of Human Nature, but the publication received bad reviews 
(Fieser, n.d.) and fell “dead-born from the press” (Hume in Redcliffe, 2000, p.3). In 
1742, Hume published two volumes of essays named Essays Moral and Political 
which to Hume’s luck was a success. In 1744, Hume was a candidate for the chair in 
Ethics and Spiritual Philosophy at the University of Edinburgh, but was initially voted 
against, partly due to his anti-religious writings and reputation as a sceptic and atheist 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  2	  According	  to	  David	  Fate	  Norton	  in	  the	  book	  “The	  Cambridge	  Companion	  to	  Hume”,	  “uncommonly	  wake-­‐minded”	  means	  “uncommonly	  acute”.	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(Radcliffe, 2000, p.3). In the years that followed; Hume had a few jobs, and spent his 
time rewriting his earlier unsuccessful book collection A Treatise of Human Nature, 
this time published under the names Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding 
written in 1748, and Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Moral written in 1751. For 
a time Hume worked as a keeper of the Advocate’s Library, and as a result Hume’s 
six volumes of History of England were written, which at first were received with 
mixed feelings, but later became a success which made Hume rich. From here on and 
until his death in 1776, Hume wrote and published other books and essays such as 
Four Dissertations which included the essay The Natural History of Religion 
(Radcliffe, 2000, pp.4-5) and finally Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, which 
although written around 1751, was not published until two years after his death by his 
nephew, younger David Hume. 	  
 	  
Causality and Natural Beliefs 	  
In The Dialogues, Hume’s theories of causality and natural beliefs are to a great 
extent shown and represented through the character of Philo. It is therefore important 
to understand what Hume’s interpretations of theses topics were. According to Hume, 
all matter of facts are based on cause and effect. Hume explains this with a watch; If 
one were to find a watch on an island, it would be natural to conclude that there have 
been people on the island before. A belief that is based on the causal connection 
between a machine and a designer (Radcliffe, 2000, p.19). How do we establish these 
connections? Causal beliefs are not products of reason, but rather of experience. 
Radcliffe explains this with the example of sugar. Just from its appearance, there is 
nothing that tells us how it tastes and that it dissolves in water for example. All we 
know about the idea or concept “sugar”, is something we have from experience 
(Radcliffe, 2000, p.20). Without experience, we are not able to predict the properties 
of sugar or for instance the effects of a cause. Additionally, one cannot draw a logical 
conclusion of the whole just by examining a small part of it. The fact that sugar is 
white does not say anything about its abilities to dissolve in water.  One might be able 
to predict several possible effects to one particular cause, but which effect we choose 
to believe in is arbitrary without direct experience, or as Hume himself puts it:	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“[...]every effect is a distinct event from its cause. It could not, therefore, be 
discovered on the cause, and the first invention or conception of it, a priori, 
must be entirely arbitrary.” (Hume in Radcliffe, 2000, p.20)	  	  
This raises the question, how do we arrive at beliefs? According to Hume, in 
J.C.A. Gaskin’s book Hume’s Philosophy of Religion our belief can be defined as 
some kind of sentimental feeling. This feeling cannot be controlled, and does not 
depend on the will. One can imagine certain things and concepts, but it does not 
necessarily mean that one believes in them (Gaskin, 1978, p.130). Hume differs 
between different kinds of beliefs, namely between what he calls rational and 
nonrational beliefs. 	  
By gathering evidence and reasoning humans form their rational beliefs. In 
comparison, nonrational beliefs are not influenced by thinking and evaluation does 
not affect the belief. Nonrational beliefs are not irrational since they can in some ways 
be justified (Gaskin, 1978,  p.132). Furthermore, Hume adds a third branch of beliefs, 
which he calls “a species of natural instincts” or “natural beliefs”. Natural beliefs are 
those which Hume claims are seeded into humans from birth, they are neither 
dependent on conscious reasoning, nor are they the outcome of rational judgment or 
evidence. They are inherent and unavoidable.	  
The first of the three natural beliefs are the “belief in the continuous existence 
of an external world independent of our perception of the world”, meaning that even 
if for instance we do not see the sun, we still believe it is there. The second is the 
“belief that the regularities which have occurred in our experience form a reliable 
guide to those which will occur”.  In other words; we have experienced for instance 
the sun setting and rising numerous times, and we therefore believe it will happen 
again. Thirdly is the “belief in the reliability of our senses qualified to make account 
of acknowledged and isolatable areas of deception and confusion”. Meaning that we 
believe in what we sense, we know when we are awake and when we are dreaming 
for instance (Gaskin, 1978, p.132).	  
These natural beliefs or instincts could be labeled naive, but might naturally 
lead  towards excessive scepticism, or a rejection of views which oppose them, but 
are, however, important for humans to function in the world. In addition, these 
instincts are also very hard to change. It is hard to believe that the sun will not rise 
tomorrow for instance. As Philo points out in The Dialogues; sceptic or not, you do 
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not doubt gravity and therefore you do not jump out of the window. Hume’s own 
perception of scepticism will be further explained in the following chapter.	  
Scepticism 	  
A claim of knowing something and an attempt to eventually gain more knowledge is 
and has always been a part of human desires. It is crucial to be sure of the legitimacy 
of knowledge in both cases - self-understanding and the way in which humans 
understand each other. Whenever one claims to know something, one feels a sense of 
confidence within that knowledge, and such a step asks to propose arguments and 
reasons that justify it, and separate it from one’s personal opinion. An opponent with 
a philosophical approach who questions the likelihood of knowledge and moreover 
brings justified reasons for doubt into a discussion is seen as a sceptic (Gascoigne, 
2002, pp.7-8).	  
 The origins of ancient scepticism (Greek, skepsis, enquiry or questioning) are 
traced in the sort of enigmatic character Pyrrho of Elis (c.365-275 BCE) who did not 
write himself, but was influential enough to be found as an origin within writings of 
his pupil Timon. Pyrrho is often referred to as a father of Greek Scepticism, since he 
was the first one to claim that “tranquillity is won by no means of a firmly 
unopinionated and indifferent attitude” (Thorsrud, 2009, pp.18-21). Pyrrho was an 
inspiration to several thinkers such as Arcesilaus, the founder of Academic 
Scepticism and Aenesidemus who established neo Pyrrhonian Scepticism among 
other branches of scepticism (Thorsrud, 2009, p.17). The philosophies of Pyrrho and 
his followers resulted in a suspension in a belief of any kind, and celebrated life 
within this tranquillity. 	  
 Sceptical thinking developed in the writings of 14th century French 
philosopher Nicholas of Autrecourt, who took an extreme logical stance and criticised 
certainty beyond immediate sensual experiences. Some writers have found similarities 
between Nicholas’ theories and  the works of 17th century French thinker Pierre 
Bayle and 18th century Scottish philosopher David Hume, who had a sceptical 
approach regarding religious matters (Oxfordreference.com).	  
 Hume distinguished between the excessive scepticism (Phyrroninan) and 
mitigated scepticism, where the first is regarded to be violent and unlivable, since it 
basically doubts everything. Mitigated scepticism, on the other hand, accepts 
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common-sense beliefs in terms of habits, and acknowledges certain topics which lie 
beyond human understanding (Gaskin, 1978, p.127). 	  	  
Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion  	  	  
During the 18th century, there appeared to be an on-going rationalization of religion, 
in which the reasonableness in religion was claimed and supported by the arguments 
of natural religion, revelations and miracles (Hume et al., 2008, p.xi). Around 1751 
(Hume et al., 2008, p.xviii), David Hume wrote The Dialogues Concerning Natural 
Religion, in which he criticized this given basis for a rational religion by doubting the 
fundamental grounds for its basic beliefs (Hume et al., 2008, p.xiv, xii). The 
Dialogues has its focus on, as the name suggests, natural religion rather than on 
revealed religion. Natural religion concerns itself with religious beliefs that are 
accessible to observation and proofs in nature (Radcliffe, 2000, p.85). In The 
Dialogues, he questions “[...] the nature of God and other spirits, the immortal or 
after-life existence of human persons and the ultimate origin of things [...]” (Hume et 
al., 2008, p.xvi). His contribution to the intellectual development of the 
Enlightenment can be seen in his new way of viewing natural religion and also human 
knowledge (Hume et al.,2008, p.xvi). 	  
By questioning the existence of  God throughout his writing, Hume was 
portrayed as an atheist. That implied inconvenient consequences both in his 
professional and personal life (Hume et al., 2008, p.xiii). Despite the fact he had never 
admitted that he was an atheist, he was rejected several times from starting his career 
as a university professor and had been threatened with exclusion and prosecution 
several times (Hume et. al., 2008, p.xviii). Because of this, Hume decided to keep The 
Dialogues unpublished, while he still kept working on them (Hume et al., 2008, 
p.xviii). After keeping The Dialogues to himself for twenty-five years, in 1776, he 
wanted to make sure that they would be revealed to the general public. This is why he 
put two people in charge of publishing his work after his death: Adam Smith, one of 
his friends, and his nephew also called  David Hume (Hume et al., 2008, p.xviii). At 
the end, his nephew carried out the task and published The Dialogues in 1779 (Hume 
et al., 2008, p.xviii). The finally published edition was well taken care of, meaning 
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that it stayed “true to Hume’s final authorized manuscript intentions” (Hume et al., 
2008, p.xviii). 	  
We would like to summarise The Dialogues’ content very briefly in this 
chapter. In The Dialogues, there are five characters: Pamphilus, Hermippus, 
Cleanthes, Demea and Philo. Out of these five, it is Cleanthes, Demea and Philo, who 
debate on the nature of God and how his existence can be proven. The narrator of the 
book is Cleanthes’ student Pamphilus who recalls the discussion and tells it to his 
friend Hermippus (Hume et al., 2008, p.xx). All the characters represent different 
ways of looking at the world and different arguments for a religious faith. Demea, a 
rationalist, combines this view with fideism. He is the character who is most likely to 
accept blindly any kind of religious belief in God and Christianity. He also represents 
the past, the a priori argument (Hume et al., 2008, p.xxi). Cleanthes, on the other 
hand, has a different approach and opinion about religion. He uses science as a proof 
of the existence of God, by using the a posteriori argument: The Argument from 
Design (Hume et al., 2008, p.xxii). Last but not least, we have Philo, who “is the 
dramatically dominant speaker in The Dialogues[…]” (Hume et al., 2008, p.xxii). He 
is the sceptical one, who doubts and questions both science and religion. Philo does 
not trust in the existence of limitless human knowledge, and claims that we, as 
humans, cannot comprehend God.  According to Gaskin, the five characters most 
likely do not represent any great philosopher or historical character from the antiquity. 
(Hume et al., 2008, p.xv)  However, there are some similarities discovered between 
Cicero’s: De Natura Derorum, and Hume’s Dialogues (Hume et al., 2008, p.xx). The 
more obvious question is to ask, whether Hume is represented in his work. It is widely 
suggested that his views and opinions are reflected in part through Philo’s character 
(Hume et al., 2008, p.xxiii). 	  
Christopher Hitchens and god is not Great 	  
Christopher Hitchens was an Anglo-American author of the 20th and 21st century. He 
was a journalist, who studied both at The Leys School in Cambridge and Balliol 
College in Oxford (Cornwell, 2011). He was a natural contrarian and the master of 
argumentation, which is visible in many of his articles, books and video recordings of 
his public debates. 	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His admiration of George Orwell, which he mentions several times in the book 
god is not Great, can be seen as the inspiration for writing about obvious truths 
people do not wish to see. George Orwell is known for the books such as Animal 
Farm or 1984, which are allegorical bestsellers,  and were highly critical towards 
Soviet Union communism and totalitarian regimes. The crucial similarity between 
these two authors is that they both mainly draw attention to the importance of 
nourishing ideology by media and propaganda. Christopher Hitchens pointed out the 
same propaganda, which is promoted by religion and its main representatives, who 
rule over the opinions and actions of the masses. 	  
 He collected his main ideas and arguments about religion in the book god is 
not Great which can be seen as a contradiction to the islamic phrase Allahu Akbar, 
which means God is great. His rather sarcastic and straightforward way of writing is a 
lot different than the form of dialogues adopted in David Hume’s book, since their 
historical contexts differ. Considering that David Hume wrote The Dialogues in the 
18th century, the readers are left to ponder to what extent Hume’s personal beliefs are 
reflected within the book. Hume could not publicly proclaim that he was an atheist, 
unlike Christopher Hitchens. The book god is not Great is written from the point of 
view of Hitchens himself, unlike Hume’s Dialogues. Hitchens’ book caused various 
contradictory reactions worldwide, but still became successful and well known after 
being published. He especially likes to write about his own experience or personal 
experience of people he knows to back up his arguments against the ideas religion 
started to represent. The name of the book itself god is not Great: how religion 
poisons everything, may seem radical for some believers, but was not considered too 
controversial to prevent the book from being published.	  
The book is divided into 19 chapters, discussing not just monotheistic 
Christianity, but Islam, Judaism, Buddhism and Hinduism as well. Hitchens attempts 
to open the eyes of believers, not to force them to stop believing. He guides them 
towards critical thinking and scepticism. The truth may be that Hitchens himself did 
not have a completely new theory or argument to add to the topic of religion. He did 
not discover anything radical for the time when he published the book, but rather 
highlighted historical events the world already knew, and wrote them down to 
emphasize what was previously ignored or chosen not to be seen by religion. He did 
not use anything abstract for his arguments, his sources were history, science and 
general knowledge about the world. He may be considered too harsh and radical in 
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some of his debates, especially because he seemed to enjoy arguing with figures who 
had a different view on topics than he had. However, his book is an example of how 
the arguments of David Hume could be extended and brought to another level, using 
the same opinion and argumentation, enriched by more scientific development and 
historical events. As we analysed Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, we 
touched upon the arguments on religion by David Hume and we found many 
similarities between The Dialogues and god is not Great which will be discussed later 
on in the chapter Analysis of Christopher Hitchens’s view on religion and the 
Argument from Design in comparison to David Hume’s.  
Analysis of Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion  	  	  
In the following chapter of our project,  we make an in-depth summary of David 
Hume’s philosophical work ‘Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, and also 
conduct an analysis of the key arguments and themes within the book. We then 
connect arguments to the character who represent it. At last, we include the critique of 
every argument as it is explicated in The Dialogues. As the title suggests, the book is 
a dramatic dialogue concerning three main characters: Cleanthes, Demea and Philo. 
The main topic of conversation is not the existence of a deity, as all three believe this 
fact to be obvious and undeniable, but the nature of said deity. 	  
The Characters 	  	  
There is a strong sense of disagreement concerning the nature of God, and this is the 
main focus of the book as we will examine further. As mentioned before, the book is 
narrated by Pamphilus, a student of Cleanthes. It is important to note that due to his 
relationship with Cleanthes, he reserves a modicum of bias towards his teacher’s 
arguments and a certain amount of scepticism towards those of Demea and Philo. 
Before conducting our analysis of The Dialogues, it is important to give a more 
detailed description of the three main characters, as they all represent different 
theological beliefs. 
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Demea 
 	  
Demea represents the traditional Orthodox branch of Christianity. He blindly believes 
in a Supreme Being, namely God. He does not question the traditional ways of 
religion, that is why in The Dialogues, he represents the old views of the world. A 
past in which people accepted the existence of God without doubt, and when there 
were no questions to be asked in regards to God’s nature. The time when scepticism 
towards religion was not commonplace, and was regarded as sinful.  	  
Demea articulates the Cosmological Argument, which sees knowledge as 
independent from experience that leads to the a priori argumentation for God’s 
existence. This possibility of arriving to the truth without any observation provides 
the basis for his blind belief in God as it is expressed throughout The Dialogues. 	  
He believes that God’s nature and supremacy are incomprehensible and 
unattainable to the human mind. In this way, Demea rejects the possibility of 
possessing rational faith that is based on experience. This is why his views are also 
sympathetic towards, and resemble Fideism. Fideists argue that religious belief cannot 
be grounded in reason, because there cannot be sufficient rational arguments for the 
existence of God (Hume et al., 2008). Thus, religious belief must be grounded in 
irrational faith. Fideism sees philosophical scepticism as the first crucial step towards 
Christianity, as scepticism undermines one’s trust in reason and opens one up to pure 
faith. The scepticism Demea stands for, is the one that strengthens religious belief 
rather than attacking it. As Gaskin puts it, “[…]the religiously inclined excessive 
sceptic[…]”, alias Demea, argues that since humans cannot possibly possess 
completely certain knowledge about any observation or phenomena, there is just as 
much rationality in believing in God as believing that you cannot exist without 
nutrition (Hume et al., 2008, p.xxii). His views are in stark contrast to those of 
Cleanthes’ empirical theism, anthropomorphism, and a posteriori arguments as we 
will now see.	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Cleanthes 	  
Cleanthes represents the educated and cultured gentleman from The Dialogues´ trio. 
He is an empirical theist who believes that to understand God’s nature, men need to 
relate God to the natural world. In other words, Cleanthes wants to gather evidence 
from the world around him in order to learn about the Deity’s true nature. He is the 
only one of the three protagonists who firmly believes in the possibility of natural 
religion, meaning, the formation of religious belief from reason. This is based on the a 
posteriori argument where knowledge is acquired by means of observation and 
experimentation. 	  
Throughout The Dialogues, Cleanthes argues firmly in favour of both The 
Argument from Design and anthropomorphism. The Argument from Design is an 
argument for the existence of God or an intelligent Creator proven through the 
observation of nature. Nature is seen as the product of God, and thus it is evidence of 
his powers. Man can experience and observe the nature around him, thus it is the only 
possible method Cleanthes has to prove the greatness of God. Cleanthes claims that 
the human mind resembles the mind of God, since it is the only mind he can observe, 
hence the only experience he can truly grasp. This analogy of Cleanthes’ argument 
can be seen in his opinions, when he tries to argue for The Argument from Design. 	  
Moreover, Cleanthes is an anthropomorphist, which involves the attribution of 
human form or other characteristics to anything other than a human being 
(plato.stanford). Cleanthes believes that the universe must have been designed by 
some sort of mind, and that the creator of the universe must resemble the human mind 
in some way. Throughout the whole plot, Cleanthes argues in favour of The 
Argument from Design, even though he is forced to reformulate this theory, since it is 
vehemently denied by both Demea and Philo. Gradually, Philo argues against it and 
comes up with new ideas which drive Cleanthes to admit to the flaws in his argument. 
He is forced to do so when Philo presents The Problem of Evil, which is a 
counterargument to The Argument from Design.  	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At the end of The Dialogues, Cleanthes is declared to have the most 
convincing arguments by his student Pamphilus, although this verdict seems 
debatable given Philo’s convincing argumentation throughout The Dialogues.	  	  
Philo 	  
Philo can be described as a philosophical sceptic, and in many ways the most 
controversial character throughout The Dialogues. He believes that any declared 
truths concerning natural religion must be supported by rational evidence. According 
to Philo, religious truth can only be reached through scepticism and questioning. His 
approach rules out any forms of false evidence and superstitions, and leaves only 
room for direct experiences of a true Deity. Hence, his approach to argumentation 
differs from the other characters, as he looks to invalidate their arguments.	  
Throughout The Dialogues, Philo plays an important role by questioning the 
views of both Cleanthes and Demea. In spite of Philo’s scepticism both Cleanthes and 
Demea seem to vie for his favour to varying degrees. He is a strong detractor of 
organized religion, and argues strongly against Cleanthes’ views on 
anthropomorphism and The Argument from Design by introducing The Problem of 
Evil in part X. This will be analysed in greater detail later on.	  
As mentioned it has been suggested that Philo’s views are representative of 
Hume’s own views concerning religion. Although this may be somewhat simplistic, it 
is not difficult to believe that out of the three characters, Philo’s views do resemble 
Hume’s the most (Hume et al., 2008, p.xxiii). That being said, there is a sense of 
uncertainty as to when Philo actually represents Hume and when he does not. 	  
The science of the time was limited, and that is why the evidence for Philo’s 
argumentation was equally limited. His attitude towards religion shows tendencies to 
what soon would become standard conceptualization of religious faith. In the 
beginning Philo does not seem to represent any particular argument, but rather 
questions the other characters’ beliefs. Towards the end, we come to realise that Philo 
has his own agenda. He has not only been problematizing the presented arguments, 
but has in addition been building up an argument which is not revealed until he 
introduces The Problem of Evil to Cleanthes. 	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Now that we have introduced the main protagonists of Dialogues Concerning 
Natural Religion, let us begin with our analysis of the main arguments they present. 	  
 
The Argument from Design  	  
According to The Argument from Design, the earth is evidence itself of the power of 
God. The Argument from Design expresses the view that heaven and earth declare the 
glory of the creator (Blackburn, 2001, p.163). As we experience the world and 
observe every single organism and thing around us, we can see that everything has its 
own cause, shape and importance, and everything fits together like a puzzle. There are 
certain facts in the world which cannot be ignored, thus complete scepticism is 
impossible in this argument. 	  
In The Argument from Design it is stated that experience is needed for 
everything. Observation is crucial to learn general rules in the world, which according 
to The Argument from Design, works like a machine. When humans learn that 
everything has its analogous causes and that is what can be observed, they realise that 
the universe must have this analogous cause as well, hence, it is an a posteriori 
argument. This argument does not question the cause of the cause, because that would 
lead to an infinite row of questions. God is proven by the product, namely the 
universe as a whole. As we do not question the products on the earth, since it is 
obvious for us everything has a designer, we should not doubt that the universe was 
created by a designer as well. 	  	  
The interpretation of The Argument from Design in The Dialogues  	  
In The Dialogues, The Argument from Design is articulated by Cleanthes. 
Throughout the whole plot Cleanthes represents empirical theism, which claims that 
everything on earth can be explained by reason and experimental evidence, including 
God. In his point of view, men should use reasoning and experience to prove the 
existence of a deity, therefore science and logic are tools for doing that. Cleanthes 
claimed that the mind of God resembles the human mind in the perfect state. In his 
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argument, Cleanthes says that no one would expect a book or a watch to design itself. 
Similarly, no one would expect a product to be created just by coincidence. Therefore, 
the idea of the origin of the universe should apply the same rule, humans have to 
expect a designer, because nothing can be created perfectly without any cause (Hume 
et al., 2008). Cleanthes´ heroes are Copernicus, Galileo and Newton. He claims that 
reason explains that the earth orbits around the sun, which is located in the center of 
the universe. Moreover, Cleanthes considers ignorant sceptics the biggest danger, 
since they question and deny these widely accepted discoveries. In his opinion, no one 
should doubt these findings. “This species of scepticism is fatal to knowledge.” 
(Hume et al., 2008, p.38). 	  
The Argument from Design is introduced in part II of The Dialogues, where 
Cleanthes reacts to Philo’s scepticism. He strongly denies that we cannot understand 
God and that He is a mysterious divine, with his speech of the observation of the 
world. 	  	  
“You will find it to be nothing but one great machine, subdivided into an 
infinite number of lesser machines, which again admit of subdivisions, to a 
degree beyond what human senses and faculties can trace and explain.” 
(Hume et al., 2008, p.45).	  	  
This is the first point of argument, where Cleanthes emphasizes the fact that the whole 
world works as much as any machine created by a human, it is just more complex and 
greater, since it was created by the greater mind of the intelligent Designer, namely 
God. 	  	  
“The curious adapting of means to ends, throughout all nature, resembles 
exactly, though it much exceeds, the productions of human contrivance; of 
human design, thought, wisdom, and intelligence. Since therefore the effects 
resemble each other, we are led to infer, by all the rules of analogy, that the 
causes also resemble, and that the Author of nature is somewhat similar to the 
mind of man.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.45). 	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This speech of Cleanthes comprises the whole Argument from Design. At first, by 
proving its analogy. Secondly, that his argumentation contains a posteriori argument, 
thus observing the world and then deriving a conclusion. The only thing needed for 
realisation is reason, experience and observation, because all the evidence we need is 
right there, in front of our eyes. Therefore, Cleanthes dismisses Demea’s argument as 
an old view of God, and demands a more modern approach towards their discussion. 
Demea’s claim that God is incomprehensible is weak and too simplistic in Cleanthes´ 
opinion. “You seem to reason, as if those advantages and conveniences in the 
abstract argument were full proofs of its solidity.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.90). 
Cleanthes concludes that  Demea's approach of blind belief is too simplistic, because 
it is the easiest way to go around the argumentation without questioning and 
observing anything. He instead believes that the only way to definitively  prove God’s 
existence is by a posteriori argument. Moreover, Cleanthes denies the randomness of 
the natural world, and firmly believes that everything has its purpose. 	  
In part VIII of The  Dialogues, Cleanthes claims that the world is not created 
by the chain of chaos and order, until the one order, which is able to be maintained, is 
established. 	  	  
“Two eyes, two ears, are not absolutely necessary for the subsistence of the 
species. Human race might have been propagated and preserved, without 
horses, dogs, cows, sheep, and those innumerable fruits and products which 
serve to our satisfaction and enjoyment.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.87). 	  	  
This claim only supports The Argument from Design, where Cleanthes states that the 
world does not need all this luxury in the form of animals or tasty fruit in order to 
function, but still they exist nonetheless. Man has them for his own pleasure and 
comfort, to enjoy them and make his life easier. That is, in Cleanthes´ point of view, 
further evidence in favour of the Designer, who arranged the order of the universe by 
himself to make the world as enjoyable for humans as possible, even though it was 
not a necessity for the survival of the human species. Philo later uses Cleanthes’ 
argument against him when he shows that the product of the Designer is far from 
being that pleasant for human beings, and gradually leads towards The Problem of 
Evil.	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The blind belief of Demea is insufficient to argue for the existence of God, as 
Cleanthes explains, a priori argument without any evidence or empirical support is 
illogical for him. “Nothing is demonstrable unless the contrary implies a 
contradiction.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.91). In other words, Cleanthes attempts to 
support The Argument from Design and explain to Demea that if one refers to 
something as existent, one can equally refer to it as nonexistent, therefore a priori 
argument has no strong support in itself. God can be as easily conceived to be non 
existent as He can be conceived to be existent, which we will elaborate on further in 
the analysis of the Cosmological argument.	  	  
Critique of the Argument from Design as interpreted by Cleanthes 	  
Both Demea and Philo have their counterarguments towards The Argument from 
Design in The Dialogues. Demea represents a blind belief in God without any 
observation required, a priori argument, which is the contrasting view to that of 
Cleanthes. Philo on the other hand, as a more critical sceptic, expresses his doubts 
about human reason as well as flaws which can appear in science; namely, that it 
cannot perfectly explain everything in the universe.	  
Demea’s views on reason contradict those of Cleanthes.  Demea claims from 
the very beginning that human reasoning does not prove the existence of a Supreme 
Being, since it is limited. Thus, the origin of the universe will stay unknown to human 
beings. In Cleanthes’ argumentation, there are no limits for reasoning and Demea sees 
this as a source of danger, which does not leave room for anything that is 
incomprehensible for humans, such as God, because it will eventually lead to atheism. 	  	  
“The essence of that supreme mind, his attributes, the manner of his existence, 
the very nature of his duration; these and every particular, which regards so 
divine a Being, are mysterious to men.”   (Hume et al., 2008, p.43). 	  	  
Moreover, The Argument from Design interpreted by Cleanthes states that as the 
human is the Creator of any product on Earth, God is the Creator of the whole 
universe, therefore the thinking of man and God must be fundamentally similar. 
Demea denies the claim that God resembles man in any way, as it is almost offensive 
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for him to even consider it. “[...] so neither ought we to imagine, that the Spirit of 
God has human ideas, or bears any resemblance to our spirit; [...]” (Hume et al., 
2008, p.44). Demea believes that God is infinite and perfect without any limitations or 
restrictions. Therefore, so great that a primitive human mind will never fully 
understand Him. To support his counterargument against Cleanthes, Demea later adds 
another point to the absurdity of the comparison between God's mind and the human 
mind: the unreliability of human subjective thinking. 	  	  
“New opinions, new passions, new affections, new feelings arise, which 
continually diversify the mental scene, and produce in it the greatest variety, 
and most rapid succession imaginable. How is this compatible with that 
perfect immutability and simplicity, which all true deists ascribe to the 
Deity?” (Hume et al., 2008, p.61). 	  	  
Demea refuses to see any resemblance between God and humans, since man is an 
ever-changing subject, influenced by all emotions, moods and ideas. God on the other 
hand is a perfect being, perpetually existing in a perfect state.	  
Philo moves along with Demea’s concerns, and expands upon them to shed 
light on different errors of the Argument from Design. Philo is aware of the flaws in 
science and points out the limitation of human reasoning as well. “Let us become 
thoroughly sensible of the weakness, blindness, and narrow limits of human reason.” 
(Hume et al., 2008, p.33). Philo claims that reason cannot be applied to the questions 
that cannot grasp human experience, which causes him to be critical towards 
empirical theism. Therefore he believes it to be more sensible to be sceptical and 
speculate on the nature of the Deity, as opposed to Cleanthes method of gathering 
evidence through reason. It is impossible to apply reason to abstract questions on 
which there is no direct experience.	  
The core of Philo’s counterargument is as follows: the bigger the distance 
between the first logical assumption and the second, the weaker the logic of the 
analogy will be. The analogy of cause and effect is the strongest when it is being 
applied to similar or ideally to the same things: 	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“But wherever you depart, in the least, from the similarity of the cases, you 
diminish proportionably the evidence; and may at last bring it to a very weak 
analogy, which is confessedly liable to error and uncertainty.“ (Hume et al., 
2008, p.46) 	  	  
Additionally, Philo claims that if there is a supposed analogy between different cases, 
the way to justify and draw the strongest analogy is by experiencing the evidence of 
resemblance as many times as possible: “The exact similarity of the cases gives us a 
perfect assurance of a similar event; and a stronger evidence is never desired, nor 
sought after.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.46).	  
He continues on strengthening his opposition by altering the importance of 
circumstances. That is to stay, the outcome of an experiment strongly depends on the 
experimental circumstances. Where the detailed depth, that even if the smallest 
change happens, a new range of experiments is needed in order to establish a valid 
conclusion. Departing from this factor, the analogy, as simple as Cleanthes describes 
it, cannot be drawn between the house designed by an architect and the whole origin 
of the universe designed by God, since we have no experience of it, and therefore no 
evidence either. It is not an argument, rather an assumption. The example also 
concerns how one idea can be more justifiable or favourable over another, when there 
is no evidence or experience.	  	  
“Every alteration of circumstances occasions a doubt concerning the event; 
and it requires new experiments to prove certainly, that the new circumstances 
are of no moment or importance.  […] But can you think, Cleanthes, that your 
usual phlegm and philosophy have been preserved in so wide a step as you 
have taken, when you compared to the universe houses, ships, furniture, 
machines; and from their similarity in some circumstances inferred a 
similarity in their causes?” (Hume et al., 2008, p.49). 	  	  
Everything is equally probable and improbable without any form of evidence. Philo 
sees no harm in admitting that some things are incomprehensible to men. 
Furthermore, Philo’s counter argument focuses on the inductive nature of The 
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Argument of Design, since it draws its conclusion by examining parts of the whole, 
and applies the discovered rules of the parts to the whole. 	  	  
“From observing the growth of a hair, can we learn any thing concerning the 
generation of a man? […] But allowing that we were to take the operations of 
one part of nature upon another for the foundation of our judgement 
concerning the origin of the whole (which never can be admitted) [...]” 
(Hume et al., 2008, p.49).	  	  
 In other words, why should the human mind, which is such a small part of the whole 
universe, bear any resemblance to the model of the creator, when the universe consists 
of so many other things, like plants or animals. 	  
In part VI of The Dialogues, Philo reveals another fallacy in The Argument 
from Design, when he claims that to compare the universe with a machine, is just one 
of many possibilities. According to Cleanthes, similar causes can be concluded from 
similar effects. Philo applies this rule to suggest to Cleanthes that the universe in fact 
resembles an animal body more than it does a machine.	  	  
“[…]it bears a great resemblance to an animal or organized body, and seems 
actuated with a like principle of life and motion  […] Each part or member, in 
performing its proper offices, operates both to its own preservation and to that 
of the whole. The world, therefore, I infer, is an animal, and the Deity is the 
soul of the world.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.73). 	  	  
Human experience supports this theory as well, since observations show that all 
minds have a body, animal or human, ergo if God has a mind, he has a body. Philo 
claims that The Argument from Design is unreliable, and that scepticism is a more 
sensible approach to abstract matters.  He continues to elaborate on the counter 
argument against The Argument from Design, by introducing The Problem of Evil, 
which will be elaborated on later.	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Philo’s suggestions on The Argument from Design  	  
As Philo and Cleanthes continue their discussion, Philo uses Cleanthes´ own 
observation rule to expand upon The Argument from Design. He efficiently uses the 
method of reasoning to prove that The Argument from Design can be one of many 
other possibilities, and even comes up with a more probable argument. Cleanthes uses 
a simple assumption in explaining the origin of the universe. “[...]where several 
known circumstances are observed to be similar, the unknown will also be found 
similar.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.73). Hence, if we see a body, we expect to find a head 
attached to it. This same method is applied to the universe, thus it resembles more an 
animal body than a machine. Then, the world is the body and God is the soul.  Philo 
continues to follow Cleanthes´ hypothesis and learn from direct experience, he 
therefore assumes that since all minds have a body, God has a body as well. If 
Cleanthes does not agree with this, he is contradicting his own theory. 	  
In part VII of The Dialogues, Philo further expands upon his theory by 
claiming that when explaining the origin of the universe,  reason alone is not 
sufficient, and there are many other possibilities. 	  	  
“[...]it is more probable that its cause resembles the cause of the former than 
that of the latter, and its origin ought rather to be ascribed to generation or 
vegetation that to reason or design.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.78).	  	  
Philo suggests to Cleanthes that since he needs experience to prove God, there 
is no other species on earth than humans who can do that. Cleanthes measures the 
artificial machines, however, there are other objects on earth created naturally, such as 
animals and vegetables. “The cause, therefore, of the world, we may infer to be some 
thing similar or analogous to generation or vegetation.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.78). 
Philo compares the origin of the world to the tree vegetation or animal generation. As 
a tree spreads its seeds, then for instance a comet could spread its seeds to produce 
new worlds; or as an animal lays its eggs, then a comet could be an egg of the animal 
creating the world. Philo admits that he has no data to prove his theory, since he 
claims from the beginning that the experience of humans is limited, and no evidence 
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can be concluded by them. However, who can judge which rule to apply is correct? 
“But if we must needs fix on some hypothesis; by what rule, pray, ought we to 
determine our choice?” (Hume et al., 2008, p.79). He does not claim that he has 
something to support his assumptions, however, if he tries to extend The Argument 
from Design, he wants to hold on to the one which resembles the world the most, and 
that is an animal or plant. As Cleanthes stated previously in the discussion, the house 
originated from the designer. Philo then applies the same sort of assumptions to the 
animal body, which was created by generation. He denies Cleanthes´opinion, that 
reason is the best way to backup an argument, because he doesn’t believe in favouring 
one form of justification over another. Moreover, Philo is open to other suggestions, 
as he sees that there are a lot of other theories which can be as valuable as the ones 
which have already been mentioned. “What a number of other principles may we 
naturally suppose in the immense extent and variety of the universe […] “ (Hume et 
al., 2008, p.80). He wants to show the possibility of innumerable assumptions, which 
have the same position as any other, since human experience is limited and cannot be 
proven completely true or false. In addition, Philo supports his argument with the 
claim that order is not a conscious thing, nor a proof of intelligence. “A tree bestows 
order and organization on that tree which springs from it, without knowing the order: 
an animal, in the same manner, on its offspring.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.81). As plants 
or animals set their orders of reproduction without reason, the world could therefore 
work on the same principles. 	  
Philo suggests that our abilities as humans are finite, but our imagination can 
lead us to innumerable places. He goes on arguing that there are infinite ways of 
looking at the universe, one can never be sure which way is the correct way.	  	  
“I could, in an instant, propose other systems of cosmogony, which would 
have some faint appearance of truth; though it is a thousand, a million to one, 
if either yours or any one of mine be the true system.” (Hume et al., 2008, 
p.84)	  	  
Thus, every possible order of particles can be tried and reordered an infinite number 
of times. This world can also be produced and destroyed an infinite number of times 
and fall into the different order as it was before. Therefore, a human who has no 
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conception of what is really infinite, will ever understand how the system actually 
works. 	  	  
“[...] how complete must be his victory, who remains always, with all 
mankind, on the offensive, and has himself no fixed station or abiding city, 
which he is ever, on any occasion, obliged to defend?” (Hume et al., 2008, p. 
89)	  	  
Philo sums up the proposition of the argument with the claim that scepticism 
and speculation are the only things one really possesses and can be used in this 
discussion. One who argues for his hypothesis without any evidence will stay on the 
one place. The one who has no hypothesis to defend, is actually the one who wins the 
argument.  
 
The Cosmological Argument 	  
There are different versions of The Cosmological Argument but in general they all 
have in common that they are grounded upon the experience that everything within 
the physical universe is a product of a cause, that in turn is a product of yet another 
cause. These chains of dependency become infinite unless an independent ultimate 
cause is presented (Blackburn, 2001, p.159). 	  
The Cosmological Argument presented in The Dialogues can also be referred 
to as the first cause argument, and is one of many arguments designed to prove the 
existence of God and the universe (Blackburn, 2001, p.159). As presented, it tries to 
explain God through the concept of cause and effect in the world, but also leaves 
room for questions that can be difficult to answer: is the world a product of an infinite 
chain of causes, or an ultimate cause, such as God? If God created the world, then 
who or what created God? Is God the first cause of all causes?	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The interpretation of The Cosmological Argument in The Dialogues 	  
The Cosmological Argument is brought up in The Dialogues by the character Demea 
in order to explain the origin of the world. In the previous chapter Philo and Cleanthes 
have been discussing the origin of the universe using an a posteriori argument. 
Because of the complexity of the argumentation, Demea suggests that they should just 
use something simple and easy as a priori argument, cutting out any difficulties 
(Hume et al., 2008, 90). A priori is an argumentation that relies solitarily on logical 
and rational thinking. It does not require any empirical observation (Blackburn, 2001, 
p.33). In The Dialogues Demea uses The Cosmological Argument to prove the 
existence of God, rather than God’s nature. 	  
Demea’s argument rests on the belief that all existing things must have a cause 
or a reason for their existence, and that nothing can be created out of thin air (Hume et 
al., 2008, p.90). He continues, that believing this, there are two possible explanations 
for the existence of the universe, and proceeds in the following manner:	  	  
“[…] from effect to causes, we must either go on in tracing an infinite 
succession, without any ultimate course at all, or at last have recourse to some 
ultimate cause that is necessarily existent” (Hume et al., 2008, p.90).	  	  
What Demea argues is that because nothing comes out of nothing, and in order for 
something to be, it has to have a cause or an origin. Each effect is caused by a 
previous effect, which is caused by another effect, and so on. Without an ultimate 
cause to create the chain in the first place, the chain of cause and effect becomes 
infinite. Thus, it is unsatisfying as an explanation for the existence of the universe. In 
his opinion the chain explanation opens up to several other difficulties;	  	  
“What was it, then, which determined something to exist rather than nothing, 
and bestowed being on a particular possibility, exclusive of the rest? External 
causes, there are supposed to be none. Chance is a word without a meaning. 
Was it nothing? But nothing can never produce anything.” (Hume et al., 2008, 
p.91).	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Without God, the origin of the chain is nothing, which would go against Demea’s 
claim, that nothing can be produced out of nothing (Hume et al., 2008, p.91). Thus, he 
concludes the latter possibility to be more likely. This also, in Demea’s opinion, 
provides a more successful and satisfying answer: A supreme Being, or some kind of  
Creator must be the ultimate cause (Hume et al., 2008, p.91). 	  
Demea is arguing for The Cosmological Argument as a priori, which is why 
he can use his reasoning and logics, without needing empirical evidence. That goes 
well with his character, as he is a strong believer of God as the creator of the universe. 	  
The premise that nothing can be created out of nothing is a valid argument, as 
in our experience nothing can produce itself, so we follow him in that sense. But then 
when he introduces the ultimate cause, being God, then it starts to get contradictory. 
God is brought up by Demea as an explanation or alternative to the infinite chain, and 
is supposed to solve the lack of origin that the infinite chain entails. However, it could 
be said that a God who can be produced out of nothing, goes against the premise of 
Demea’s argument; that nothing can come out of nothing. Bertrand Russell observed 
the flaw of The Cosmological Argument, and stated that the conclusion of the 
argument unsuccessfully followed the premises, and also created a contradiction 
(Blackburn, 2001, p.160). 	  
Demea is only concluding on two possible answers to the origin of the 
universe, and not thinking for yet another alternative. This says something about his 
character, him being rather limited in his thoughts about God, as he blindly believes, 
and does not see a problem giving extended power to the mysticism of God. He only 
offers two options, and by eliminating one option, the other one becomes the right one 
and hence the solution to the problem. Philo then elaborates on that, offering a third 
alternative to the origin of the universe which will be discussed later. 	  
In the beginning of this argumentation Demea starts off as strong and convincing. But 
as the argument progresses it becomes weaker as Cleanthes points out in his 
counterargument. 	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Cleanthes critique of The Cosmological Argument  	  
Cleanthes does not like the abstractness of Demea’s a priori argument, he continues 
and says that although an a posteriori argument can be difficult, Demea’s a priori 
argument is not going to be any easier to prove the origin of the universe. According 
to Cleanthes, Demeas argumentation is flawed as he points out by saying:	  	  
“Nothing that is distinctly conceivable, implies a contradiction. Whatever we 
conceive as existent, we can also conceive as non-existent. There is no being, 
therefore, whose non-existence implies a contradiction. Consequently there is 
no Being, whose existence is demonstrably.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.91).	  	  
Cleanthes claims that with his arguments, Demea cannot prove his argumentation of 
God as the cause. If Demea’s a priori argument would be true, that is, God is the 
cause, then the opposite of the argument, God is not the cause, is a contradiction to 
the argument itself. According to Cleanthes; if we can imagine a Being or a Creator, 
then we can also imagine a non-Creator, and to imagine a non-Creator is a 
contradiction in itself because how do you imagine something that does not exist? 
Hence, there is no Being, whose non existence would imply existence. He continues 
and says that nothing that can be clearly imagined can produce a contradiction. 
Furthermore, anything that denies the existence of something, implies a contradiction 
(Hume et al., 2008, p.91). From this conclusion he argues that God’s existence is in 
this case not obvious, and has not been proven by Demea.  	  
In other words, one can claim that one has a circle with six corners. Claiming 
this is a contradiction since a circle, by definition has no corners. Also, a figure with 
six corners is called a hexagon. On the other hand, something that is distinctly 
conceivable, such as a pyramid, implies no contradictions, and can easily be imagined 
as existing or not existing. If one claims that there is a pyramid in the middle of the 
Antarctic, one can use his or her logic and rationality to believe it. This, however, 
does not say anything about the truth of the claim. 	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Cleanthes then continues saying that if we had proven the existence of God by 
Demea’s argument, then it follows that God exists. The human need for God’s 
existence is explained by declaring that if we understood every truth about God, ergo 
that he exists, it is clear that he cannot not exist. Hence, if we knew everything there 
is to know about God’s nature, we can then prove he exists. As we do not know 
everything there is to know about God, there being no empirical evidence of that, it is 
as given that we cannot prove God as “twice two to be four” (Hume et al., 2008, 
p.91). Cleanthes further claims that even if the argument presented by Demea was 
valid, it still does not prove God as the creator of the universe, but rather that 
something or someone with the necessity, or reason for its existence carried within 
itself, must have started it.	  
Using the same argumentation it can just as easily be claimed that this 
necessarily existing being might be the material world itself. Just as we do not know 
all God’s qualities, we do not know all the qualities of the physical universe, and so 
these necessary unknown qualities might just as well be possessed by the universe 
itself, as to a Creator or ultimate Being. In Cleanthes’ opinion, Demea fails in his 
attempt to prove why God is to be prefered over the universe and the infinite chain. 
Furthermore Cleanthes argues that even if Demea wants an origin to the infinite 
chain, it is irrelevant for two reasons. Firstly, demanding a beginning to something 
infinite would imply “a priority in time and a beginning of existence”(Hume et al., 
2008, p.92) which is implausible. Secondly, he claims that such a chain or whole 
plays no role in the nature of things but is“[...]performed merely by an arbitrary act 
of the mind[…]” (Hume et al., 2008, p.92); 	  	  
“Did I show you the particular causes of each individual in a collection of 
twenty particles of matter, I should think it very unreasonable, should you 
afterwards ask me, what was the cause of the whole twenty. This is sufficiently 
explained in explaining the cause of the whole” (Hume et al., 2008, pp.92-93)	  	  
In other words; in a more everyday setting, one would not chase the cause of 
something back to the origin, but merely be satisfied with the first couple of links. 
Hence where such an infinite chain originated from is somewhat irrelevant. 	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Philo’s critique of The Cosmological Argument  	  
Philo, instead of directly attacking the arguments presented,  introduces an alternative 
way of viewing the world: 	  	  
“To a superficial observer, so wonderful a regularity may be admired as the 
effect either of chance or design; but a skilful algebraist immediately 
concludes it to be the work of necessity, and demonstrates, that it must for 
ever result from the nature of these numbers.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.93)	  	  
Philo proposes the idea that the world is like mathematics, the work of necessity. He 
argues that if we understood the world like an algebraist knows mathematics, it could 
very well be that the universe works by the same principles of necessity as numbers. 	  
To someone that does not know a lot about mathematics, he argues that 
numbers might seem as mystical and unintelligible, a superficial observer would 
claim that the products of theses numbers are the product of chance or design. 
However, he continues, we do not understand the world as we understand math, and 
are thus reduced to superficial observers in observing and understanding the world, 
and judges it to be the product of chance or design. Philo is saying that Demea’s 
arguments represent chance and Cleanthes argues for the Designer. Thus, to someone 
that does not have the knowledge about the origin of the world, he or she would not 
understand it. 	  
He also comments that a priori arguments such as Demea’s, have very seldom 
been successful in proving anything to people, other than to those who are 
accustomed with abstract reasoning (Hume et al., 2008, p.93). Even though Demea 
presents a valid argument, it is uncommon that a priori can fully argue for, or prove 
matters of religion to other people. Even those of good sense and who believe in God 
will always feel that the argument lacks something, even if they fail to explain exactly 
what it is (Hume et al., 2008, p.94). Reason does not prove the existence of God, that 
is why Philo suggests, that another kind of argumentation is needed.  
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The Problem of Evil 	  	  
According to the Problem of Evil, it is logical to question why it is reasonable to 
believe in the existence of God, if there are visible affairs and actions in the world that 
according to human moral concepts and understandings are seen as evil (Tooley, 
2015). As we observe and experience the world, we notice it is not even nearly perfect 
regarding all the natural disasters such as tornadoes, floods or earthquakes, and also 
the existence of organized evils in the form of violence, wars, etcetera.  How could an 
omnipotent, omniscient, and morally perfect God allow all these things to happen?	  	  
The interpretation of the Problem of Evil in The Dialogues 	  
In this section we will be presenting the Problem of Evil which is Philo’s 
counterargument for the existence of a benevolent and infinite Deity. The problem 
arises because  Demea and Cleanthes attribute these qualities to God. They both agree 
in a God that is more than merely a necessary existence, that explains the very 
beginning of the universe. In this case God may be the origin of the world, but then 
He left it to its own devices. In Demea and Cleanthes’ understanding, the traditional 
attributes of God include moral perfection as well (Blackburn, 2001, p.169). 
Regarding Philo’s Problem of Evil, a good God is simply a contradictory concept 
when one considers all the evil that humans experience in the world. This argument is 
Philo’s strongest counterargument and the most challenging argument to a Christian 
God in general. 	  
In the opening of part X, Demea acknowledges how much misery there is in 
the world. Right from the entrance into life, a newborn child can experience terrible 
fear and helplessness. Men are led by their needs and necessities such as hunger and 
thirst. They are terrified at all times by the cursed and polluted world as they 
experience it. Though prayers, sacrifice and adoration one can reach God and religion, 
the unknown power that suggests a form of appeasement to man’s troubles and 
concerns (Hume et. al., 2008, pp.95-96). Moreover, Demea touches upon all the 
disorders of a human mind such as shame, anxiety, despair and disappointment that 
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never let a human be truly happy and satisfied. Even though one does not experience 
an external evil such as poverty or disease, for instance, the mental disorders remain 
and eventually shape a wretched man.	  
Philo agrees with Demea and continues by presenting the curious artfulness of 
nature, namely the continuous concurrence between the species and how animals prey 
upon each other. Their lives and well-being often depend upon the death of 
others:“And thus on each hand, before and behind, above and below, every animal is 
surrounded with enemies, which incessantly seek his misery and destruction” (Hume 
et. al, 2008, p.97).	  
To Demea’s response that humans may be an exception, since they can master 
the animal world, Philo states that actually humans are the greatest enemies of 
humans and that they mutually torment each other through violence, war, injustice, 
antipathy etcetera. The society that they create themselves and life they eventually 
lead is so miserable that they remain unhappy but still do not put an end to their 
existence because they are too afraid of death: “This is the secret chain, say I, that 
holds us. We are terrified, not bribed to the continuance of our existence” (Hume et. 
al., 2008, p.99).	  
While Philo and Demea seem to agree with each other on the fact that the 
world is far from being perfect, it does not threaten Demea’s concept of God.  He 
claims that it is compatible with his Deity but it does not refute the idea of such a 
being. Cleanthes holds a different view, since he is an empirical theist. He therefore 
believes in gathering evidence and experience from the physical world in order to 
ascertain the nature of the intelligent designer. For him it is important that the world 
appears as one would expect from the concept of an infinite and all powerful creator. 
“[...]he needs that the world fits the idea of such being[...]” (Blackburn, 2001, p.171). 
That is why Cleanthes claims that he does not feel any of the misery that Philo and 
Demea are presenting, and that in general there is more pleasure than pain:“[…]and 
for one vexation which we meet with, we attain, upon computation, a hundred 
enjoyments.” (Hume et. al., 2008, p.102).	  
This assertion that there is more pleasure in the world than pain is refuted by 
Philo in the following manner. Philo argues that whether there is more pleasure than 
pain or that health is more common than sickness does not give any satisfying proof 
for an infinitely perfect God. Firstly, Philo states that it is impossible to compare all 
the pains and all the pleasures in the world. This leaves Cleanthes’ argument together 
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with the whole system of religion uncertain. Secondly, he argues that pain is more 
significant and memorable than pleasure. If a man feels really happy, the level of 
happiness does not increase, it in fact often weakens and becomes less obvious. But 
when one  feels pain over a long period of time, it seems more acute, and eventually 
leads to complete agony.	  	  
“The spirits evaporate; the nerves relax; the fabric is disordered; and the 
enjoyment quickly degenerates into fatigue and uneasiness. But pain often, 
Good God, how often! rises to torture and agony; and the longer it continues, 
it becomes still more genuine agony and torture.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.102) 	  	  
Even religion in Philo’s view, is a source of fear and anxiety, as well as demons and 
other imaginary enemies which humans meet in their dreams and fantasies (Hume et. 
al., 2008, pp.97-100). He concludes that the course of nature is not intended for 
humans or other living creatures’ happiness, and so neither are the intentions of the 
author of such nature. If God were all powerful, all loving and all wise, as presented 
by Cleanthes, there would not be all the evil that humans regularly experience. Given 
that there is evil in the world, God’s moral attributes can be questioned. Either he 
wishes to prevent evil and cannot, in which case His power is finite. Perhaps He could 
prevent evil, but does not want to, in which case He may not be infinitely good or evil 
himself. Finally, He simply might not know the best way to run the world, in which 
case He is not all knowing. Here Philo refers to an argument originally presented by 
an ancient Greek philosopher named Epicurus:“Is God willing to prevent evil, but not 
able? Then he is impotent. Is he able, but not willing? Then he is malevolent. Is he 
both able and willing? Whence then is evil?” (Hume et al., 2008, p.100)	  
At this point Philo has completely revealed the flaws in  Cleanthes’ Argument from 
Design. Throughout The Dialogues Cleanthes stresses how rational it is to draw 
conclusions on the intelligent designer by gathering evidence of the world as a perfect 
machine. If Cleanthes states this analogy between the designer and the product, he 
cannot leave out the visible evil that exists in the world. And by saying that there is 
more pleasure than pain in the world, this system becomes highly uncertain because 
there is simply no way to prove it.  In part X, Philo triumphs with his question: “why 
is there any misery at all” (Hume et al., 2008, p.103). This shows that even if pain 
and misery are compatible with the benevolence and power of a deity, the fact that 
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they exist in the world destroys Cleanthes’ Argument from Design, which ascribes 
moral qualities to an infinite God.	  	  
Cleanthes’ response to The Problem of Evil 	  	  
After being confronted by these questions regarding the Problem of Evil, Cleanthes is 
forced to reassess his views on God as an infinite being, in order to preserve his 
anthropomorphic beliefs. He therefore suggests that God may be finitely perfect and 
must make compromises in order to make the universe as He wants it to be, and 
suggests that his benevolence is regulated by wisdom and limited by necessity.	  	  
“A less evil may then be chosen, in order to avoid a greater: Inconveniences 
be submitted to, in order to reach a desirable end: And in a word, 
benevolence, regulated by wisdom, and limited by necessity, may produce such 
a world as the present.” (Hume et. al., 2008, p.105)	  	  
Philo in turn responds by stating that this sacrifice will not help him. Even this sort of 
God, finite as opposed to infinitely powerful, cannot be inferred based on the available 
evidence. It might well be true that ours is the best world that God could have created 
given the restraints and limitations within which He was working, but when we look 
at the world we cannot see that, and thus the evidence provides us with no basis on 
which to conclude that God is perfect. He compares the universe with a badly 
constructed palace. The architect of said palace may be skilled and have done the best 
job possible given the tools and materials at his disposal. But when we look at the 
poorly constructed palace we see only the limitations of his work and no evidence that 
the architect is talented. 	  
“His ignorance, or even your own ignorance of such a plan, will never 
convince you of the impossibility of it. If you find many inconveniences and 
deformities in the building, you will always, without entering into any detail, 
condemn the architect.” (Hume et al., 2008, pp.106-107)	  	  
Group	  1	   David	  Hume	  on	  Religion	   Spring	  2015	  
	   44	  
The Four Circumstances of Evil 	  	  
Philo then goes on to identify the four main circumstances of evil in the world, none 
of which appear necessary and should not exist in a universe created by a benevolent 
God. The first of these is the existence of physical pleasure and pain. The purpose of 
pain is to motivate us to avoid certain actions and engage in certain others. He 
suggests that this could also be achieved without pain and through pleasure alone. For 
instance, God could have arranged it so that we only feel pleasure to varying degrees; 
a large amount when we do something good, and a lesser amount when we do 
something bad. This begs the question of why we feel pain at all, if not for a specific 
purpose.	  
“It seems, therefore, plainly possible to carry on the business of life without 
pain. Why then is any animal ever rendered susceptible of such a 
sensation?[…] shall we conjecture, that such a contrivance was necessary, 
without any appearance of reason?” (Hume et. al., 2008, p.108)	  
The second circumstance of evil stems from the fact that the world is conducted by 
general laws. Philo states that these laws of nature are uncertain and inexact, and often 
disappoint our expectations. Accidents and misfortunes befall us all the time and 
though we have no control over them, they affect us and society greatly. Philo 
questions whether these laws are necessary if the world is governed by a perfect 
Deity. He then suggests that God could run the world by particular volitions, 
suspending and manipulating the laws of nature for the greater good. God could for 
example, make sure a fleet of ships carrying precious cargo always met with fair 
winds and never suffered natural disasters. He could equally ensure that virtuous 
princes and kings enjoy long healthy lives, or even make sure that all these people 
given power and authority are of a kind and good nature which would make them 
better rulers in general.	  
“A Being, therefore, who knows the secret springs of the universe, might 
easily, by particular volitions, turn all these accidents to the good of mankind, 
and render the whole world happy, without discovering himself in any 
operation.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.108) 	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The third circumstance of evil is the limited abilities of every particular species. All 
powers and faculties are distributed to every particular being. However, each species 
is only given what they need in order to survive, not what they need to really thrive 
and prosper. Philo observes that the human race has been given superior intellect at 
the expense of physical insufficiencies. He also states that the main source of moral 
and natural evil in human life stems from idleness, and that if we were exempt from 
this vice and were more industrious as a species, our society would prosper all the 
more.	  
“Almost all the moral, as well as natural evils of human life arise from 
idleness; and were our species, by the original constitution of their frame, 
exempt from this vice or infirmity,[...] men at once may fully reach that state of 
society, which is so imperfectly attained by the best-regulated government.” 
(Hume et. al., 2008, pp.110-111) 	  
The fourth and final circumstance of evil is based on the fragile and inaccurate nature 
of the universe. Conditions need to be just right in order for our world to function. If 
there is an imbalance, caused by too little or too much of something, this usually leads 
to disaster. For example, if there is not enough rain this leads to a drought which in 
turn leads to the deaths of humans and animals. However, if there is too much rain, 
this can cause flooding which also kills plants and animals. The same can be said of 
wind, which can both assist men in navigation, or lead to natural disasters such as 
hurricanes and tempests. Although these inaccuracies in nature can cause misery and 
destruction, they never occur to such an extent that any species suffer extinction.“The 
irregularity is never, perhaps, so great as to destroy any species; but is often sufficient 
to involve the individuals in ruin and misery.” (Hume et. al., 2008, p.112)	  
Philo concludes that as long as we have an independent belief in a benevolent 
God, these four circumstances of evil are not sufficient to disprove our faith, since we 
can presume that God’s goodness and the world’s evil can be reconciled in some 
unknown way. We cannot, however, infer the goodness of God from such a universe. 
If we do try to infer God’s moral attributes from the world, the only conclusion we 
can draw is that God is neither good nor evil, but in fact morally neutral and 
indifferent to these things. 	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“The true conclusion is, that the original source of all things is entirely 
indifferent to all these principles, and has no more regard to good above ill 
than to heat above cold, or to drought above moisture, or to light above 
heavy.” (Hume et al., 2008, pp.113-114)	  
He bases this view on four hypotheses about the moral nature of the first cause of the 
universe. Firstly, that God is good, a view that both Cleanthes and Demea are eager to 
conclude. Secondly, that God is perfectly evil, which seems rather unlikely. Thirdly, 
that God is both good and evil or that there are two different forces in the world, such 
as God and Satan for example. And finally, that God is neither good nor evil. Given 
the varied nature of the world and assuming that God could increase suffering or 
remove it altogether if He desired, the first two possibilities can be ruled out straight 
away. More simply put, we cannot infer a perfectly good God from a world that 
contains evil, and we cannot infer a perfectly evil god from a world that contains 
good. As for the third possibility, Philo states that the randomness of the laws of 
nature contradict this view. Whether one suffers good or bad fortune in life does not 
depend on how good or evil a person is, as bad things happen to good people and vice 
versa. This leaves only the last possibility then, that God is indifferent to the concepts 
of good and evil. Philo reinforces this argument by observing that the laws of nature 
affect both good and evil people in exactly the same way, and are therefore not set up 
with any moral preference in mind. It is at this point in the dialogue that Demea 
begins to see Philo’s true nature and takes offence and leaves the discussion. Philo is 
in fact inferring that one should not attempt to draw religious truths from experience, 
and his views actually point towards atheism as he is basically saying that if the first 
cause of the universe is morally neutral, what kind of a God could He be? 	  
“But as every effect must have a cause, and that cause another; you must 
either carry on the progression in infinitum, or rest on that original principle, 
who is the ultimate cause of all things[…]” (Hume et al., 2008, p.114) 
Part XII  	  
In part XII of The Dialogues, Philo’s sudden confession in a belief in an intelligent 
designer can easily lead the reader to bewilderment. It might seem as an acquiescence 
and a sudden strange change of thought. It sounds as though Philo is agreeing with 
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Cleanthes that it is obvious that everywhere around us there is evidence of a purpose 
and intention in a design. Is he really giving up on what he has been arguing 
throughout the whole Dialogues so forcefully?  It is quite crucial to understand what 
Philo really means in part XII to get closer to the understanding of Hume’s actual 
position in the whole discussion.	  
Suddenly he changes his mind  and actually starts to agree with The Argument 
from Design:“[...] a purpose, an intention, a design, strikes everywhere the most 
careless, the most stupid thinkers” (Hume et al., 2008, p.117).  He accepts that it is 
not difficult to acknowledge that vegetables or animals have body parts with certain 
functions, and that the human eye is designed in one particular way for a particular 
purpose, which might lead to an intelligent designer behind it:	  	  
“If the whole of natural theology, as some people seem to maintain, resolves 
itself into one simple, though somewhat ambiguous, at least undefined 
proposition, that the cause or causes of order in the universe probably bear 
some remote analogy to human intelligence [...]“ (Hume et al., 2008, p.129).	  	  
However, it still does not say anything about the designer’s intentions. The fact that 
Philo reasons in such a way does not lead the reader any closer in drawing a 
conclusion whether he now accepts The Argument from Design or not. In part XI 
Philo introduced the idea of the  neutrality of God. He carries this topic forward and 
emphasizes this religious neutrality in The Argument from Design. No one should 
deny design in this sense, as long as they do so “without any religious purpose” 
(Hume, et. al., 2008, page).	  	  
“My behaviour is not regulated by whether I infer an ultimate principle of 
order or of chaos. But my intellectual assent might be given to the probability 
of the former and I might name this principle of order ‘god’. But use of this 
word  is religiously neutral. Assent to the existence of god in this sense carries 
no duties, invites no action, allows no inferences, and involves no devotion. 
(J.S.A.Gaskin on Butler, 1978, p.139).	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Moreover, Philo argues that even though certain similar characteristics and 
analogies between the works of nature and products of  human artifice are evident, 
there are many differences to be considered as well. This might be the source of the 
actual challenge of such an argument, since it feels like it might be at the 
core:”somewhat of a dispute of words” (Hume et al., 2008, p.119).	  
Namely that the whole argument is more like a form of qualitative reasoning 
rather than quantitative, depending on one’s interpretation. Since no one can really 
give a valid and legitimate definition of God, the discussion cannot be solved. 
Disputes that are verbal in this sense can be answered by a legitimate definition. This, 
however, is not the case since a definition of a non-conceptual God cannot be given. 
Philo stresses how unsatisfactory it is to argue about such ambiguous theological 
matters without any constructive answer. That is why just a purely critical approach, 
namely mitigated scepticism is the only reasonable solution. 	  	  
“There is a species of controversy, which, from the very nature of language 
and of human ideas, is involved in perpetual ambiguity, and can never, by any 
precaution or any definitions, be able to reach a reasonable certainty or 
precision. These are the controversies concerning the degrees of any quality 
or circumstance.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.119)	  
Since the dispute about design is more like a verbal one but without a concrete 
conclusion that can be put in terms or definitions, one can say that it is even more 
complex than a verbal dispute. That it is why Philo’s confession that design can be 
traced everywhere around us does not put his position in any danger, since design still 
remains something undefined. It does not carry any religious meaning with it 
whatsoever. Anything can be seen as anything else in some certain far and unknown 
sense, so the ordering foundation of the universe (if there is one) can certainly be 
anything. Examined in Philo’s manner, The Argument from Design  has lost not just a 
religious significance, it is useless in defining the nature of God.  At the beginning of 
The Dialogues, all three characters agreed that they do not question whether God 
exists or not, but more his nature. At the end of chapter XI Demea leaves the 
discussion because he eventually realises how dangerous Philo actually is, and what 
consequences his arguments could bring. If the whole nature of God and his attributes 
are so inconceivable, incomprehensible, indeterminate, and indefinable, do we really 
know what we are talking about? And can these two discussions: God’s existence and 
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God’s nature, actually be that different? Philo has proven how ambiguous the topic is, 
and how far from our understanding God’s nature is. So how are we then to make any 
assumptions about his existence whatsoever?	  	  
“If we insist on “augmenting without limit”, we let loose the moorings that 
give intelligible content to God's intelligence, wisdom, and goodness. If we 
stop short of the limit, we may have content, but we have also lost God.” 
(Morris & Brown)	  	  
As discussed earlier, a belief in God according to J.C.A. Gaskin inspired by Hume’s 
categorization does not classifies as a natural one. But then why are there so many 
people that do believe in God, and could not imagine their lives differently at all times 
and places? Hume, via Philo, would answer that since religion is man-made it has a 
causal influence on human nature. Hume does not hesitate to show his opinion 
on  organized religion and its dangerous effects on human society. 	  
Throughout part XII of The Dialogues, Philo expresses his opinions on true 
religion, which he defines as a philosophical, rational belief in a higher power, and 
also expresses his disdain for organized religion and its destructive nature. He states 
that organized religion is bad for one’s morality, as it has been responsible for so 
much pain and suffering throughout history, such as wars, slavery, persecution and 
oppression. It encourages selfishness as the believer is forced to focus on the salvation 
of his or her own soul, rather than focusing on caring for the needs of others.	  	  
“Factions, civil wars, persecutions, subversions of government, oppression, 
slavery; these are the dismal consequences which always attend its prevalency 
over the minds of men.” (Hume et al.,2008, p.122)	  	  
Philo’s main problem with organized religion is that he does not believe it has a any 
positive influence on society at all. It merely attempts to influence us with promises of 
reward or punishment, something he does not believe works. Instead, he believes that 
men are motivated by their own natural inclinations, such as benevolence, a desire to 
do good in the world that comes from within and is in fact more effective than the 
teachings of organized religion.	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“It is certain, from experience, that the smallest grain of natural honesty and 
benevolence has more effect on man’s conduct, than the most pompous views 
suggested by theological theories and systems.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.123) 	  	  
Not only is organized religion then morally dangerous in Philo’s view, it also causes 
grief, gloom and terror in those who follow it. Organized religion arises from man’s 
terror of uncertainty, but instead of making him feel joy and consolation in the face of 
terror, for the most part it only makes man more terrified and more gloomy by 
promising that he hangs in the balance between heaven and hell. 	  	  
“But still it must be acknowledged, that, as terror is the primary principle of 
religion, it is the passion which always predominates in it, and admits but of 
short intervals of pleasure.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.128)	  	  
Philo therefore believes that the only conclusion one can draw from natural theology 
is that the cause or causes of order in the universe probably bear some vague analogy 
to human intelligence. Anything beyond that cannot be revealed by reason, and must 
therefore remain a mystery. He concludes The Dialogues by stating that philosophical 
scepticism is the most important and fundamental step towards true Christianity, 
because it is only when we realize that we cannot explain everything through reason, 
that we turn toward revelation in the form of religious texts such as the Bible. And it 
is only revelation that shows us the true way to worship God. Empirical theism, on the 
other hand, might lead to atheism, because it looks to reason to account for 
everything, therefore God cannot be found in this way.“To be a philosophical sceptic 
is, in a man of letters, the first and most essential step towards being a sound, 
believing Christian [...]” (Hume et al., 2008, p.130).	  
Even though throughout The Dialogues Philo did not agree with Demea, and 
in fact chose to criticise his mystical approach, in part XII he gradually accepts the 
fideistic beliefs that Demea represents. Hume seems to be using a circular narrative 
style of his writing, where the introduction mirrors the conclusion. In the opening of 
The Dialogues, Demea argues how crucial it is to teach natural philosophy to students 
in the early stage of their education. He claims that by acknowledging all the gaps 
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within it, they would find themselves as sincere believers in an all great and 
incomprehensible God:	  	  
“While they pass through every other science, I still remark the uncertainty of 
each part, the eternal disputations of men, the obscurity of all philosophy, and 
the strange, ridiculous conclusions, which some of the greatest geniuses have 
derived from the principles of mere human reason.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.32).	  	  
The agreement between Demea and Philo is not complete though, and could be seen 
as a symbolic move. Philo pushes scepticism even further and encourages one to take 
a cautious standpoint in a belief in God as well, since it can be questioned in the same 
manner as everything else that does not have a legitimate and justified proof.  
Analysis of Christopher Hitchens’ view on religion in comparison to 
David Hume´s 	  
Atheist of the modern era Christopher Hitchens analysed his view on religion and 
specifically The Argument from Design in his book god is not Great over 250 years 
after David Hume wrote Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion. He was enriched by 
the further knowledge in science. He also had the advantage of additional examples of 
religion being used to manipulate crowds for erroneous reasons, and moreover, he 
could stand by his opinions publicly. In other words, Hitchens personally wrote 
against any kind of religion, naming them concretely, and using a more aggressive 
approach than Hume. David Hume never mentions any religious faith specifically, or 
determines which dogma is referred to, he writes generally about God and His form.	  
David Hume wrote the book in a philosophical manner, and never moved its 
boundaries further. Hitchens, on the other hand, wrote about his personal experiences 
and contacts with religion, travels, historical events and included many of his own 
musings.	  
The whole book is the work of an atheist who had no need to believe in any 
God or stand for any religion. He did not want his readers to necessarily share his 
beliefs, nor persuade them into changing theirs. On the other hand, he felt pressure 
from religious people with whom he was in contact to change his opinions. “I will 
continue to do this without insisting on the polite reciprocal condition-which is that 
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they in turn leave me alone.” (Hitchens, 2007, p.13). As he wrote in the introduction 
of the book, he kept his tolerance towards religion, he just did not trust or believe in 
it.	  	  
Morality in god is not Great in comparison to The Dialogues 	  
Firstly, Hitchens´ view on morality in humans did not go hand in hand with religion. 
“Our belief is not a belief. Our principles are not a faith.” (Hitchens, 2007, p.5). 
Hitchens touched upon the facts of human nature. Everyone has their principles, 
whether they are religious or not. He claimed, similarly to Hume, that we do not 
really need religion to feel the moral responsibility upon our actions. Hitchens neither 
believed religion to be necessary for people to act morally, nor did he accept the 
argument from religious people, that they behave better due to their faith. In chapter 
thirteen called Does Religion Make People Behave Better?, he even went into 
historical examples of Dr. Martin Luther King or Gandhi’s movement, to prove that 
both of them had little to do with religion, even though these events are commonly 
believed to be associated with religious beliefs. Hitchens’ point was, that to credit 
religion for a charitable or good deed, is the option for people who are too exhausted 
to dig deeper. “The argument that religious belief improves people, or that it helps to 
civilize society, is one that people tend to bring up when they have exhausted the rest 
of their case.” (Hitchens, 2007, p.184). He claims that a person does not need to be 
religious to behave morally, and that the opposite relation is just as common as well. 
Simply put, it works the other way around. The religious person can be just as 
immoral and commit just as many crimes as non-religious persons. In fact, throughout 
the book, he uses multiple examples of religious crimes committed either by the 
church and its representatives, or by people influenced by religion. In chapter four 
called Note on Health, to Which Religion Can Be Hazardous, he mentions several 
examples of religious belief causing deaths, injuries or horrible events. For instance, 
vaccinations for children by UNICEF were boycotted in Calcutta when Muslim die-
hards spread a story about the charity being a trap against their beliefs, and that they 
caused a spread of polio into several countries in Africa. This story belongs to a wide 
range of religious plots. The plot against sexual protection and the prevention of 
sexually transmitted diseases, since it is a sin in the eyes of God, hence sinners should 
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rather die from AIDS. The plot against homosexuality, because the relationship 
between a man and woman is the natural one, since it originates from Adam and Eve. 
The abuse of small boys as a part of Jewish rituals, where an appointed circumciser 
sucks on baby boys’ penises to suck off their foreskins. Hitchens tries to show with 
these and other examples, that even if people claim to believe and be bonded with 
their religion, they are not necessarily saints and are still able to commit crimes 
beyond belief.	  
Moreover, Hitchens refused to feel like a miserable sinner, as he did not agree 
to be waiting for the luxury of an afterlife. He even compared this relationship to a 
form of dictatorship which he did not approve of:	  
 	  
“The three great monotheisms teach people to think abjectly of themselves, as 
miserable and guilty sinners prostrate before an angry and jealous god who, 
according to discrepant accounts, fashioned them either out of dust and clay 
or a clot of blood.” (Hitchens, 2007, p.73)	  
 	  
Interestingly, the same point of misery in life in order to feel the importance of 
religion is mentioned by David Hume in his Dialogues, concretely in part X.	  
 	  
“I am indeed persuaded, said PHILO, that the best and indeed the only 
method of bringing every one to a due sense of religion is by just 
representations of the misery and wickedness of men. And for that purpose a 
talent of eloquence and strong imagery is more requisite than that of 
reasoning and argument.”(Hume et al., 2008, p.95)	  
 	  
Philo claimed in this part of The Dialogues, that it is necessary for religion to make us 
feel miserable. No one needs a proof by reason, or have any evidence of this, because 
everyone feels the same way. Everyone is surrounded by enemies, additionally, Philo 
continues: “The stronger prey upon the weaker, and keep them in perpetual terror 
and anxiety.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.96). That is an incredible observation by David 
Hume as well as the direct link between his and Hitchens´ analysis of the natural 
circle of life. In god is not Great, Hitchens, in the most crucial chapter of our 
comparison called Arguments From Design, draws the same conclusion:“This is no 
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great surprise: inefficient creatures will either die out or be destroyed by more 
successful ones.” (Hitchens, 2007, p.92). 	  
David Hume detected this inevitable link over 250 years earlier, and it is still 
relevant today. According to Hitchens, God did not create us in His image, but we 
created Him in ours (Hitchens, 2007, p.8). These two men then agreed in their books 
on the question of morality, in spite of the time period between them. We cannot say 
whether or not it was really Hume's opinion, since he expressed these thoughts 
through the character of Philo, but he certainly thought about it. 	  
In part X, Philo also speaks about the greatest danger of man. “Man is the 
greatest enemy of man. Oppression, injustice, contempt, contumely, violence, sedition, 
war, calumny, treachery, fraud; by these they mutually torment each other.” (Hume 
et al., 2008, p.97). Philo does not talk about sinners, nor atheists. He talks about 
people as a species, as does Christopher Hitchens. In god is not Great, the whole 
argument is put further and more specifically, where Hitchens directly writes that the 
whole idea of religion is man-made, as it was spread by prophets, who were just 
people. And yet, crowds still follow the idea of a supernatural and perfect Divine. 	  	  
The Argument from Design in god is not Great in comparison to The 
Dialogues 
 	  
In the analysis of The Argument from Design in god is not Great, Hitchens starts by 
introducing William Paley and his book Natural Theology. Paley analysed the 
argument and wrote about the example of a watchmaker. The importance of this 
argument was credited by David Hume as well, since he used it for the argumentation 
of Cleanthes. William Paley wrote:	  
 	  
“In crossing a heath, suppose I pitched my foot against a stone, and were 
asked how the stone came to be there: I might possibly answer, that, for any 
thing I knew to the contrary, it had lain there for ever; nor would it perhaps be 
very easy to show the absurdity of this answer. But suppose I had found a 
watch upon the ground, and it should be inquired how the watch happened to 
be in that place; I should hardly think of the answer which I had before 
given,—that, for any thing I knew, the watch might have always been there. 
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Yet why should not this answer serve for the watch as well as for the stone? 
Why is it not as admissible in the second case, as in the first?” (Paley, 1986, 
p.1).	  	  
Obviously, Christopher Hitchens was far from agreeing with Paley's argument which 
Cleanthes mentions with the same assumptions in part II of The Dialogues. Hitchens 
was in fact trying to prove the exact opposite. He claimed that nature and anything in 
it was not created by any designer, it was developed over time. Animals were not 
created at the very beginning of the universe with gills, thick fur or tails. They 
developed them to survive and function in their surroundings. “It is exactly the other 
way about: a process of adaptation and selection.” (Hitchens, 2007, p.79).  	  
        Scientific discoveries are still ongoing, but Hitchens, unlike Hume, was familiar 
with Darwin’s theory of evolution. Hitchens mentions him in his book as actual 
evidence against religion, and moreover, against The Argument from Design. Even 
though religious people found their way around this discovery as well, when they 
claimed that fossils of dinosaurs and prehistoric animals were put in the ground. “[…] 
there were those who said that the fossils had been placed in the rock by god, in order 
to test our faith.” (Hitchens, 2007, p.81). Religion found its ways to disagree with 
scientific evidence to blindly defend their view on God as the Creator of everything. 
Their argumentation describes the human eye for example, and rejects the possibility 
of its creation by chance. Something as complex as the human eye had to be designed 
by a supernatural mind, God. This argumentation is the same as Cleanthes´, when he 
argued for The Argument from Design. In part III of The Dialogues, Cleanthes even 
uses the perfect eye example to support his argumentation. 	  	  
“Consider, anatomize the eye: Survey its structure and contrivance; and tell 
me, from your own feeling, if the idea of a contriver does not immediately flow 
in upon you with a force like that of sensation. The most obvious conclusion 
surely is in favour of design.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.56). 	  	  
As we already mentioned above, Cleanthes´ argument receives criticism from Philo, 
who even uses Cleanthes’ own assumptions to turn it against him. Philo uses the 
argument for vegetation or generation as one of the possible theories.	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According to Hitchens, we now know much more about eyes, why humans 
have them, why some animals do not have them, and how they developed over the 
years, to the state in which we have them today. Hitchens references Dr. Michael 
Shermer in his argumentation, who described the anatomy of the human eye and the 
whole complex functioning of sight. The human eye is the outcome of long term 
development. It is built upside down and backwards, and why would an intelligent 
Designer ever do that? (Shermer in god is not Great, 2007, p.82) An intelligent 
Designer would design it simply and correctly on the first attempt. Some species have 
more sets of eyes, mainly aquatic ones. “And it is highly important to notice that the 
embryological development of the second set of eyes is not a copy or miniature of the 
first set, but an entirely different evolution.” (Hitchens, 2007, p.83). In other words, 
analysis of some species of animals shows us that to develop another pair of eyes, 
completely independent from the first set they already had, is not that complicated. It 
is the natural result of their evolution. The other result of this argument is the 
evidence against the intelligent Designer. Again, why would the intelligent Designer 
not get it right from the first attempt? Hitchens agrees with Darwin on this point, who 
actually claimed the same thing in his essay Organs of Extreme Perfection and 
Complication. Darwin wrote about the evolution from an imperfect eye to a perfect 
and complex one, in uncountable variations and steps:	  
 	  
“When it was first said that the sun stood still and the world turned round, the 
common sense of mankind declared the doctrine false; but the old saying of 
vox po full, vox Dei, as every philosopher knows, cannot be trusted in science. 
Reason tells me, that if numerous gradations from an imperfect and simple eye 
to one perfect and complex, each grade being useful to its possessor, can be 
shown to exist, as is certainly the case; if further, the eye ever slightly varies, 
and the variations be inherited, as is likewise certainly the case; and if such 
variations should ever be useful to any animal under changing conditions of 
life, then the difficulty of believing that a perfect and complex eye could be 
formed by natural selection, though insuperable by our imagination, cannot 
be considered real.” (Darwin in god is not Great, 2007, p.84).	  	  
In Hitchens’ view, the interesting thing about human eyes, is how we as a species 
could evolve from sightless bacteria into the species we are today. According to him, 
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it is not intelligent Design which is so incredibly complex and smart, but natural 
selection which is an interestingly complicated, precise, yet random process. There 
are different opinions on how to describe the evolution theory, and how the whole 
process actually started. However, evolutionists use facts to back up each theory, 
experimental methods, as well as the gathering of scientifically proven data, etcetera. 
Creationists, on the other hand, use the old fashioned belief, which is not even a 
theory, since it has no evidence in itself. 	  	  
“In all its well-financed propaganda, it has never even attempted to show how 
one single piece of the natural world is explained better by “design” than by 
evolutionary competition.” (Hitchens, 2007, p.86). 	  	  
Hitchens could afford to repudiate The Argument from Design completely, unlike 
Hume. Hume on the other hand, still paid attention to the exact same gap in the 
argument in The Dialogues. In part V, Philo explains to Cleanthes his understanding 
of a perfect God, where it is clearly stated that there are inexplicable complex errors 
in the work of nature. Philo attempts to demonstrate in this part of the book that God 
does not have to be perfect, nor does the Designer. Philo explains the evolution of 
worldmaking, where there are uncountable efforts full of mistakes, where the 
strongest one survives. He is opening up The Argument from Design and its flaws, 
and says as well as Hitchens in his critique of this very same argument, that 
creationists have nothing other than their imagination to support their argument.	  	  
“In a word, CLEANTHES, a man, who follows your hypothesis, is able, 
perhaps, to assert, or conjecture, that the universe, sometime, arose from 
something like design: But beyond that position he cannot ascertain one single 
circumstance, and is left afterwards to fix every point of his theology, by the 
utmost licence of fancy and hypothesis.” (Hume et al., 2008, p.71).	  	  
This implies that even without knowledge of the theory of the evolution, David Hume 
paid attention to no evidence of this assumption and the weak support of the 
argument. In short, even though he was writing before Darwin’s theory of evolution, 
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Hume clearly saw the lack of evidence of the assumption and the weakness of the 
argument.	  
  Moreover, in his critique of The Argument from Design, Hitchens touched 
upon the Genesis, in other words, the story of our creation. David Hume is not 
mentioning the analysis of the story itself, mainly by virtue of the fact that The 
Dialogues are not playing with the thought of the falsehood of God. On the other 
hand, Hitchens could analyse it with knowledge of dinosaurs, bacteria or a complete 
map of the world, and hence prove the deception of these texts. He claimed that these 
facts are yet further evidence against the Designer, and can be comprised in one small 
paragraph. 	  	  
“Because man is given “dominion” over all beasts, fowl and fish. But no 
dinosaurs or plesiosaurs or pterodactyls are specified, because the authors 
did not know of their existence, let alone of their supposedly special and 
immediate creation. Nor are any marsupials mentioned, because Australia- 
the next candidate after Mesoamerica for a new “Eden”- was not on any 
known map.” (Hitchens, 2007, p.90). 	  	  
In addition, the Genesis does not mention bacteria or germs, which are certainly 
dominant over the human species. They are not acknowledged, since these small 
organisms were not yet discovered. These discoveries emphasize the errors in the 
story of our creation and offer another step towards the theory of religion being man-
made. Accordingly, prophets were men who could not have newfound knowledge 
from a supernatural Divine, if they did not even know information about such 
important organisms as bacteria or germs, and had no knowledge about what the earth 
actually looked like. Why would a supernatural Designer, whose wisdom is unlimited 
and greater than men could ever imagine, withhold the crucial information from the 
prophets?	  
 Obviously, David Hume did not have this information when he wrote The 
Dialogues. On the contrary, he expressed the assumption that the human species may 
not have been occupying the planet earth since the very start of its existence. In part 
VI, again through the character of Philo, Hume writes about the youth of the human 
race and the possibility that something may have been on the planet before men. 
“Strong and almost incontestable proofs may be traced over the whole earth, that 
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every part of this globe has continued for many ages entirely covered with water.” 
(Hume et al., 2008, p.76). 	  
Furthermore, Hitchens explains that the human species is still in the process of 
evolution and the state men have now is not the final one. Genes are being reshaped 
by natural selection, and immunities for certain diseases are developed according to 
geographic conditions. For instance, northern Europeans developed a gene for lactose 
tolerance earlier than anyone else, since they learned how to domesticate cattle 
(Hitchens, 2007, p.95). No divine plan is needed for natural selection, and since 
marvelous discoveries are made every day about the human species and its evolution, 
more and more data is gathered against The Argument from Design. 	  
Hitchens summed up this analysis of The Argument from Design by stating 
that men do not need God anymore, since the mysteries which were unexplained to 
humans before, are now revealed in front of our eyes. Nonetheless, he leaves a choice 
for religious people without forcing them to share his opinions and admit the 
credibility of evidence he describes. “What believers will do, now that their faith is 
optional and private and irrelevant, is a matter for them.” (Hitchens, 2007, p.96).  
 
Conclusion  	  
In Hume’s book Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, different religious beliefs 
are represented through the three main characters Demea, Cleanthes and Philo. 
Demea represents the orthodox, blind believer. Throughout the dialogues he 
advocates a belief that is bound by authority and reached through scientific 
scepticism. Put in a simple way; acknowledging the limitations of science eventually 
leads to a pure religious belief. He represents the a priori, namely The Cosmological 
Argument. Cleanthes represents the opposite of Demea, a modern man, an 
Enlightenment thinker, for whom science is the way forward. Science does not 
challenge God or religion, but rather proves its existence which eventually leads to 
evidence of an intelligent designer. Cleanthes claims that one can prove anything and 
everything with science, including God, and represents The Argument from Design. 
Philo on the other hand represents empirical scepticism, which states that when it 
comes to the external world, nothing is certain unless one has direct experience. 
Hence ideas and metaphysical concepts such as God cannot be proven using logic and 
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science. This in turn represents Hume’s own concepts of mitigated scepticism, where 
one would not question the forces of nature such as gravity for example, but would 
still keep a critical stance toward religious faith. Furthermore, he challenges the 
argumentation of other characters by bringing in The Problem of Evil in the 
discourse.    	  
Hume and the themes of The Dialogues are still highly relevant today. 
Through his characters, Hume has managed to represent religion from many different 
perspectives. The Dialogues are somewhat inconclusive and it is therefore difficult to 
say what it is exactly that Hume wants his readers to believe. It can be argued that in 
matters of religion, it is easier to ask questions than it is to actually answer them. 
Hence with his critical and sceptical approach, Philo succeeds in tearing apart old and 
well established arguments, and initially declares himself the victor of the discourse.	  
  The Enlightenment to some extent provided Hume with numerous 
opportunities to question the ancient beliefs on religion. This was a time when people 
started  to question authorities and became more aware of other options to understand 
the world as presented by Enlightenment writers. However, it is rather obvious in The 
Dialogues, that Hume has limitations that Christopher Hitchens did not suffer from. 
Science, as well general progress and knowledge, are weapons that undoubtedly 
contributed to Hitchens´ writings and approach. The challenging task to compare 
David Hume and his book The Dialogues and Christopher Hitchens and his book god 
is not Great showed us the incredible similarities between their argumentations. 
Despite the fact that the books were written at different times in history, both authors 
shared many crucial points in their arguments.	  
The opinion of the writer himself, David Hume, will remain the topic of 
endless speculation, since he never truly expressed his own ideas in the book. We can   
only count on the highest probability, which states that Hume's doubts were expressed 
through the character of Philo. The Dialogues comprised the doubts of the 18th 
century and the complex question of religion. But the questions of the origin of the 
universe that David Hume tried to answer still remain unanswered in modernity. The 
more answers we find, the more questions can be asked. Religion cannot prove God, 
and science cannot disprove God, and so the problem of God is still here in spite of 
the development of science, and it is likely to be here for a long time to come. 	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Discussion  	  
Humans are curious creatures by their nature and are interested in the way the world 
functions, it is part of their inquisitive disposition. Questions such as, what is the 
origin of the universe and where did the human race come from, remain fascinating 
and disturbing issues. Such conundrums have puzzled mankind for generations.  
Before Darwin’s theory of evolution, and the Scientific Revolution, organized 
religion intended to provide all the answers. Even though there have been thinkers as 
far back as the Ancient Greeks, who were sceptical towards religion and gods, they 
remained in a minority, since this was a controversial position to hold, and many were 
executed for voicing their beliefs publicly. Throughout the centuries, the church and 
the elite in turn took patent on the truth, and contributed to repressing people in 
seeking scientific views, as they felt threatened that absolute power would be taken 
away from God, and therefore the Church. Organised religion took it upon itself to 
solve the unknown, and provided people with answers to abstract matters. Through 
the priests, God’s miracles gave some kind of comfort and meaning to the masses. 
God’s role, as the originator of everything, was to provide vital answers to many 
questions that humans have had over a long period of time, guiding and comforting 
people for centuries with faith in higher powers. This also established a hierarchy that 
varied from country to country, placing God at the top. Martin Luther’s translation of 
the Bible offered common people a chance to read it for themselves in their respective 
languages, and to build a more personal relationship and a subjective interpretation of 
the Bible. Now, for the first time, the literate populations could make their own 
assumptions of God. This made the role of priests less important and less powerful 
than before, and helped establish a new branch of Christianity, namely Protestantism.	  
In present times humans are in many ways more privileged. They have an 
access to a wider network, and a more substantial amount of information, pertaining 
to the latest discoveries and theories within science, and other technological fields. 
Through scientific research and experiments, humans attempt to make sense of chaos 
in the world. Scientists have both accidentally and intentionally contributed to the 
progression of scientific discoveries, where inherent human curiosity, and the need for 
meaning making and survival are the forces behind it. Additionally, science 
continuously progresses over time. It develops, changes and challenges old beliefs, 
establishing new knowledge and giving a greater understanding of old ideas. We can 
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discuss how The Scientific Revolution, which is still an ongoing process, has 
decreased the importance of religion in people's lives. Religion is not the one and only 
answer to existential questions anymore. According to Richard Dawkins: 	  	  
“Unlike religion science doesn’t pretend to know everything. There are still 
deep questions about the origins of the universe that are yet to be explained. 
But just because science can’t answer them right now does not mean faith, 
tradition, revelation or an ancient holy text can. Science can’t disprove the 
existence of God but that does not mean that God exists. There are million 
thing we can’t disprove.” (Dawkins, 2012)	  	  
The nature of God is the main topic of both of the texts we have examined in our 
project,even though they were written within over 250 years of each other. In The 
Dialogues, the three characters represent three distinguishable eras of history. Demea, 
the past, a pre Enlightenment figure and a blind believer in faith as the ultimate 
answer to religion. Cleanthes represents the present, during the Enlightenment, and is 
a thinker who bases his arguments and hypotheses on analogy. He draws conclusions 
from his own experience and evidence, and intends to ignore metaphysical topics, 
meaning that he does not pay attention to proportional differences. He is not willing to 
give up on his belief in a supreme being though, since there is no evidence for its non-
existence. Lastly we have Philo, who portrays the future. He sceptically highlights the 
weaknesses in the argumentations of the other characters, planting red flags 
throughout the book. He is not satisfied with using rationality nor observation of 
nature to prove or gain any understanding of God, and is quick to point this out when 
the others do so. Philo appreciates science and experience as a tool in gathering 
evidence about the origins of the universe, but unlike Cleanthes, he feels that the 
analogy of comparing the world to a well functioning machine is disproportionate.	  
Hume uses these three very different characters in order to give an overview 
of different religious perspectives throughout history. Since he wrote during the 18th 
century, when atheism was not so well-established, and criticism of religion was 
highly controversial, he was forced to be more conservative and diplomatic in the way 
he expressed his views in the book. By offering these three different religious 
perspectives of Cleanthes, Demea and Philo, Hume shows three different sides to the 
argument regarding the nature of God. He therefore protects himself to an extent, as 
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he does not reveal his own personal opinions that could be considered too radical for 
the time. In part XII for example, Philo accepts the arguments of the other characters 
to varying degrees, such as Cleanthes’ Argument from Design and Demea’s fideist 
approach. This could be seen as Hume’s way of protecting himself from religious 
criticism, since he shows a degree of tolerance towards other beliefs.	  
Hitchens, on the other hand, had the advantage of being able to write in a time 
when atheism is commonly accepted as a legitimate and in fact increasingly popular 
standpoint. This means that he had more freedom to express his own opinions, 
however extreme and aggressive they may be. Hitchens uses many of the same 
arguments as Hume, such as the Problem of Evil, but he has the freedom to mention 
specific cases or people without fear of being reprimanded. It is interesting that even 
though Hitchens and Hume wrote in very different periods of history, and had very 
different styles of expressing their beliefs, which were influenced by the  religious 
attitudes, and ability to express oneself freely, they still have a lot of similar ideas and 
arguments. It is debatable how much Hitchens was influenced by Hume, but it is 
obvious that their arguments are still relevant and important to religious debate. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Group	  1	   David	  Hume	  on	  Religion	   Spring	  2015	  
	   64	  
Bibliography 	  
Blackburn, Simon. A Compelling Introduction To Philosophy. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2001. Print. 	  
 	  
Bowell, T. and Kemp, G. (2009). Pseudo-Reasoning. Critical Thinking: A Concise 
Guide, 1st ed. Abingdon: Routledge.	  	  
Gascoigne, Neil. Scepticism, 2002, Chesham England: Acumen, 2002.	  	  
Gaskin, J. C. A. Hume's Philosophy Of Religion. London: Macmillan, 1978. Print. 	  	  
Hall, A. (1966). The scientific revolution, 1500-1800. Boston: Beacon Press.	  
[Accessed online 13 April 2015].	  	  
Henry, J. (1997). The scientific revolution and the origins of modern science. New 
York: St. Martin's Press. [Accessed online 14 April 2015].	  	  
Hitchens, Christopher. god Is Not Great. New York: Twelve, 2007. Print. 	  	  
Hume, David et al. Principle Writings On Religion, Including Dialogues Concerning 
Natural Religion And The Natural History Of Religion. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2008. Print. 	  	  
Israel, J. (2006). Enlightenment Contested : Philosophy, Modernity, and the 
Emancipation of Man 1670-1752. 1st ed. [ebook] Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
UK, pp.5-9. [Accessed online 19 May 2015].	  	  
Jacob, J. (1998). The scientific revolution. Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press. 	  	  
Kuhn, T. (1970). The structure of scientific revolutions. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press.	  	  
Lernout, G. (2008). European Studies. Amsterdam: Rodopi. 	  	  
Lübcke, Poul, and Stig Alstrup. Politikens Filosofi Leksikon. Kbh.: Politiken, 2010. 
Print. 	  	  
Norton, David Fate. The Cambridge Companion To Hume. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1993. Print. 	  	  
Norton, David Fate. David Hume, Common-Sense Moralist, Sceptical Metaphysician. 
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1982. Print. 	  
Group	  1	   David	  Hume	  on	  Religion	   Spring	  2015	  
	   65	  
	  	  
Paley, W. (1986). Natural theology. Charlottesville, Va.: Ibis Pub.	  
Radcliffe, Elizabeth Schmidt. On Hume. Australia: Wadsworth/Thomson 
Learning;2000. Print. 	  	  
Thorsrud, Harald. Ancient scepticism, Stocksfield UK: Acumen, 2009.	  	  
Wormald, J. (2005). Scotland. Oxford: Oxford University Press. [Accessed online 8 
April 2015].	  	  	  
Webpages: 	  
Cornwell, R. (2011). Christopher Hitchens. The Independent L. [online] Available at: 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/911695096?pq-origsite=summon [Accessed 13 
May 2015]. 	  	  
Egs.edu,. 'David Hume - Scottish Philosopher And Historian - Biography'. N.p., 2015. 
Web. 5 Apr. 2015.[In-text: Egs.edu] (http://www.egs.edu/library/david-
hume/biography/)	  	  
Fieser, J. (n.d.). David Hume (1711—1776). In: Hume, David, 1st ed. Tennessee: 
University of Tennessee at Martin. (Fieser, n.d.) (http://www.iep.utm.edu/hume/ ).	  	  
Morris, William Edward, and Charlotte R. Brown. 'David Hume'. Plato.stanford.edu. 
N.p., 2001. Web. 5 and 14 Apr. 2015. [In-text: Morris and Brown] 
(http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/hume/).	  	  
Scepticism. (2015). In: 1st ed. [online] Available at: 
(http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110810105809250)	  
[Accessed 23 Mar. 2015]. (Scepticism, 2015).	  	  
Tooley, M. (2015). The Problem of Evil. 2nd ed. Palo Alto: The Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Available at: http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/evil/ 
[Accessed 8 May 2015].	  	  
Videos	  	  
Richard Dawkins - The God delusion. (2012). [video] 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9FiHRVb_uE0.) [In-text: Dawkins, 2012]	  	  
Group	  1	   David	  Hume	  on	  Religion	   Spring	  2015	  
	   66	  
	  
Websites we used for further inspiration: 	  
Christopher Hitchens - The very best of Hitchslap part 1. (2010). [video] 
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(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BpkRh3qVh_Y) 	  	  	  	  
Front page photo: 	  
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-
iBTGRA2l1YY/VFqZ0ujL0vI/AAAAAAAABRA/fV1W7uKdkB8/s1600/david-
hume.png 	  
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 	  
